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Geography of Europe 


The map on the following pages features the continent of Europe and parts of 
North Africa and the Middle East. Like most maps, it contains a selected com- 
bination of physical and political information. The physical part pertains to the 
natural world—the shapes of landmasses, mountains, and bodies of water—and 
serves as a kind of background or screen onto which the political information is 
projected. Categories of political information commonly featured on historical 
maps include the location and names of important cities and states, the changing 
borders of countries and empires, and the routes people traveled as they explored, 
migrated, traded, and fought with one another. 

Europe is one of seven continents; the others are Africa, Asia, North America, 
South America, Australia, and Antarctica. Europe is bounded in the north by the 
Arctic Sea, in the west by the Atlantic Ocean, in the south by the Mediterranean 
Sea, and in the southeast by the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea. Off the mainland 
but traditionally considered a part of Europe are thousands of islands, from those 
of the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Iceland in the northwest, to Crete, Sicily, and 
Sardinia in the southeast. 

Europe is quite distinctive in shape. The first thing to notice is that there is 
no natural border between Europe and Asia. The traditional eastern boundary is 
the Ural River, but looked at from a purely geographic standpoint, Europe might 
simply be called western Asia. The second thing to notice is how much of Europe 
is made up of peninsulas. In fact, Europe itself is one gigantic peninsula, with a 
coastline equal in distance to one and a half times around the equator (37,877 
miles). 

North Americans are often surprised to discover the small size of the European 
continent. The geographic area of France, for example, is less than that of Texas; 
Britain is similar in size to Alabama. The distance from London to Paris is about 
the same as from New York to Boston, while the distance from Berlin to Moscow 
is comparable to that of Chicago to Denver. 


Major PENINSULAS AND ISLANDS There are six major European peninsulas: the 
Iberian (comprising Portugal and Spain); the Apennine (Italy); the Balkan (Slo- 
venia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia and Montenegro, Albania, Greece, 
Bulgaria, and Macedonia); the Anatolian (Turkey); the Scandinavian (Norway, 
Sweden, and Finland); and the Jutland or Danish peninsula. The islands of Iceland, 
Ireland, and the United Kingdom lie to the Atlantic west, while to the east lie some 
of the major islands of the Mediterranean, such as Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Crete, 
and Cyprus. 


SEAS, LAKES, AND RIveRS Europe’s irregular coastline encloses large areas of water 
into bays, gulfs, and seas. Moving from west to east in the Mediterranean, we have 
the Tyrrhenian Sea (between Italy and the islands of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica), 
the Adriatic (between Italy and the nations of the western Balkan peninsula), the 
Ionian (between Italy and Greece), and the Aegean (between Greece and Turkey). 
The Baltic Sea is bordered on the east (moving clockwise from the north) by Fin- 
land, Russia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Germany, and Sweden. It is con- 
nected by narrow channels to the North Sea, which lies (moving clockwise from 
the north) between Norway, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, and Belgium in 
the east and south, to the United Kingdom in the north and west. The English Chan- 
nel separates England and France; the Bay of Biscay lies between southwestern 
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Preface 





Western civilization is a grand but tragic drama. The 
West has forged the instruments of reason that make 
possible a rational comprehension of physical nature 
and human culture, conceived the idea of political lib- 
erty, and recognized the intrinsic worth of the individ- 
ual. But the modern West, though it has unraveled 
nature’s mysteries, has been less successful at finding 
rational solutions to social ills and conflicts between 
nations. Science, a great achievement of the Western in- 
tellect, while improving conditions of life, has also pro- 
duced weapons of mass destruction. Though the West 
has pioneered in the protection of human rights, it has 
also produced totalitarian regimes that have trampled 
on individual freedom and human dignity. Although 
the West has demonstrated a commitment to human 
equality, it has also practiced brutal racism. 

Despite the value that Westerners have given to 
reason and freedom, they have shown a frightening 
capacity for irrational behavior and a fascination with 
violence and irrational ideologies. And they have will- 
ingly sacrificed liberty for security or national grandeur. 
The world wars and the totalitarian movements of 
the twentieth century have demonstrated that Western 
Civilization, despite its extraordinary achievements, is 
fragile and perishable. Yet the West has also shown a 
capacity to reassert its best values and traditions. 

Western Civilization: A Brief History, Tenth Edi- 
tion, is an abridged version of Western Civilization: 
Ideas, Politics, and Society, Tenth Edition. Like the 
longer text, this volume examines those unique pat- 
terns of thought and systems of values that constitute 
the Western heritage. While focusing on key ideas and 
broad themes, the text also provides economic, politi- 
cal, and social history for students in Western Civiliza- 
tion courses. 

The text is written with the conviction that history 
is not a meaningless tale. Without knowledge of history, 
men and women cannot fully know themselves, for all 
human beings have been shaped by institutions and 
values inherited from the past. Without an awareness 
of the historical evolution of reason and freedom, the 
dominant ideals of Western civilization, commitment to 
these ideals will diminish. Without knowledge of his- 
tory, the West cannot fully comprehend or adequately 
cope with the problems that burden its civilization and 
the world. 


Xi 


In attempting to make sense out of the past, the 
author has been careful to avoid superficial generaliza- 
tions that oversimplify historical events and forces and 
arrange history into too neat a structure. But the text 
does strive to interpret and synthesize in order to pro- 
vide students with a frame of reference with which to 
comprehend the principal events and eras in Western 
history. 


CHANGES IN THE TENTH EDITION 


For the tenth edition, most chapters have been reworked 
to some extent. The numerous carefully selected modifi- 
cations and additions significantly enhance the text. 
Some changes deepen the book’s conceptual character; 
others provide useful and illustrative historical details. 
The most significant addition in the previous edition 
was the insertion in every chapter of a primary source 
that illuminates the narrative. These primary sources 
are retained in the tenth edition, and we have added 
questions for analysis of the documents. The Geography 
of Europe essay at the beginning of the book has been 
updated. In order to strengthen the organization of the 
book, we have split the final chapter of the previous 
edition into two chapters, increasing the total number 
of chapters from twenty-one to twenty-two. 

In Chapter 1, “The Ancient Near East: The First Civi- 
lizations,” we introduced Sargon’s daughter, Enheduanna, 
the world’s oldest known poet. We have also expanded 
the section on Egyptian religion and inserted material on 
Egyptian literature. In Chapter 2, “The Hebrews: A New 
View of God and the Individual,” we have expanded the 
discussion of Hebrew law and strengthened the conclud- 
ing section, “The Legacy of the Ancient Jews.” Several 
brief insertions enhance the understanding of events and 
concepts in Chapter 3, “The Greeks: From Myth to Rea- 
son.” The chapter now includes a discussion of women 
in the Hellenistic world. The most notable changes in 
Chapter 4, “Rome: From City-State to World Empire,” 
are fuller discussions of the battle of Cannae, including 
Roman responses to the disaster, the military accom- 
plishments of Julius Caesar, and the problems of the 
Late Roman Empire. Chapter 5, “Early Christianity: 
A World Religion,” includes more material on Jesus’ 
life and death and a discussion of the views of early 


Christian theorists regarding various sexual matters. 
The most significant additions to Chapter 6, “The Rise 
of Europe: Fusion of Classical, Christian, and Germanic 
Traditions,” are expanded treatments of Muhammad 
and early Islam, the cultural decline in Latin Christen- 
dom during the Early Middle Ages, and the thought of 
Maimonides, the renown Jewish scholar and physician. 
The impact of the Black Death on European society is 
given greater coverage in Chapter 7, “The Flowering 
and Dissolution of Medieval Civilization.” In Chapter 
9, “Political and Economic Transformation: National 
States, Overseas Expansion, Commercial Revolution,” 
we have enhanced the discussion of African slavery and 
the slave trade. Somewhat more attention is given to 
the philosophes’ critique of Christianity in Chapter 10, 
“Intellectual Transformation: The Scientific Revolution 
and the Age of Enlightenment.” 

Chapter 11, “The Era of the French Revolution: Af- 
firmation of Liberty and Equality,” contains additional 
material on the Terror in the Vendée; the discussions of 
the impact of Napoleon on the reforms of the Revolution 
and the phenomenon of total war upgrade the end piece, 
“The Meaning of the French Revolution.” The introduc- 
tion to Chapter 12, “The Industrial Revolution: The 
Transformation of Society,” has been enhanced, and ma- 
terial has been inserted on the difficulties faced by early 
trade unions. The discussion of the Revolution of 1848 
in Germany has been deepened in Chapter 14, “Surge of 
Liberalism and Nationalism: Revolution, Counterrevolu- 
tion, and Unification.” The next four chapters are largely 
unchanged. The only addition to Chapter 15, “Thought 
and Culture in the Mid-Nineteenth Century: Realism, 
Positivism, Darwinism, and Social Criticism,” are brief in- 
sertions in the section “Darwinism and Christianity.” The 
only addition to Chapter 16, “Europe in the Late Nine- 
teenth Century: Modernization, Nationalism, Imperial- 
ism,” is a brief insertion in the section on anti-Semitism. 
In Chapter 17, “Modern Consciousness: New Views of 
Nature, Human Nature, and the Arts,” we have slightly 
reinforced the section on Freud, as we have done with 
the section “War as Celebration” in Chapter 18, “World 
War I: The West in Despair.” Chapter 19, “An Era of To- 
talitarianism,” contains new material on the Nazi state, 
particularly the German people’s adoration of Hitler, and 
the section on “Existentialism” has been completely re- 
structured. The most noteworthy changes in Chapter 20, 
“World War II: Western Civilization in the Balance,” are 
found in the end piece, “The Legacy of World War II.” 
There we have added several paragraphs on the impact of 
the war on women and on the Enlightenment and Chris- 
tian traditions. The previous edition Chapter 21, “The 
West in a Global Age,” has been split into two chapters: 
Chapter 21, “Europe After World War II: Recovery, and 
Realignment, 1945-1989” and Chapter 22, “The Trou- 
bled Present.” Chapter 21 now contains a much fuller 
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treatment of the origins of the Cold War and the arms 
race. Chapter 22 aims to be very current. It treats the 
economic problems confronting the European Union, the 
status of Al Qaeda, the course of the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and the significance of the Arab revolt in 
early 2011. Finally, some changes have been made in the 
art essays. 


DISTINCTIVE FEATURES 


This brief edition was prepared for Western Civilization 
courses that run for one term only; for instructors who 
like to supplement the main text with primary source 
readers, novels, or monographs; and for humanities 
courses in which additional works on literature and art 
will be assigned. In abbreviating the longer text by 
about a third, the number of chapters has been reduced 
from thirty-three to twenty-two. The emphasis on the 
history of ideas and culture has been retained, but the 
amount of detail has of necessity been reduced. 

The text contains several pedagogical features. Chap- 
ter introductions provide comprehensive overviews of 
key themes and give a sense of direction and coherence 
to the flow of history. Chronologies at the beginning of 
most chapters show the sequence of important events 
discussed in the chapter. Many chapters contain con- 
cluding essays that treat the larger meaning of the mate- 
rial. Facts have been carefully selected to illustrate key 
relationships and concepts and to avoid overwhelming 
students with unrelated and disconnected data. Each 
chapter concludes with an annotated bibliography. 

This text is published in both single-volume and 
two-volume editions. Volume I covers the period from 
the first civilizations in the Near East through the age 
of Enlightenment in the eighteenth century (Chapters 
1-10). Volume II covers the period from the Renaissance 
and the Reformation to the contemporary age (Chapters 
8-22), and incorporates the last three chapters in Vol- 
ume I: “Transition to the Modern Age: Renaissance and 
Reformation,” “Political and Economic Transformation: 
National States, Overseas Expansion, Commercial Revo- 
lution,” and “Intellectual Transformation: The Scientific 
Revolution and the Age of Enlightenment.” Volume II 
also contains a comprehensive introduction that surveys 
the ancient world and the Middle Ages; the introduction 
is designed particularly for students who have not taken 
the first half of the course. 


ANCILLARIES 


We are pleased to introduce an expanded ancillary 
package that will help students in learning and instruc- 
tors in teaching. 
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Instructor’s Resources 


PowerLecture DVD with ExamView® and 
JoinIn®. An all-in-one multimedia resource for class 
preparation, presentation, and testing. The Instruc- 
tor’s Resource Manual, prepared by Jason Ripper, in- 
cludes instructional objectives, chapter outlines, 
lecture suggestions, group learning projects, primary 
source analysis, audiovisual bibliographies, suggested 
readings, and Internet resources. Microsoft® Power- 
Point® slides of lecture outlines, as well as images and 
maps from the text, can be used as offered or custom- 
ized by importing personal lecture slides or other ma- 
terial; JoinIn PowerPoint slides with clicker content 
are also provided. An image library contains .jpg im- 
ages from the text. The test bank, prepared by Dolores 
Grapsas, includes key term identification, multiple- 
choice, essay, and map questions. ExamView, an easy- 
to-use assessment and tutorial system, allows 
instructors to create, deliver, and customize tests in 
minutes. Instructors can build tests with as many as 
250 questions using up to twelve question types. Using 
the complete word-processing capabilities of ExamView, 
instructors can enter an unlimited number of new ques- 
tions or edit existing ones. 


Companion Website. This website for instructors 
features all of the free student assets plus an Instruc- 
tor’s Resource Manual (instructional objectives, chapter 
outlines, lecture suggestions, group learning projects, 
primary source analysis, audiovisual bibliographies, 
suggested readings, and Internet resources) and Power- 
Point presentations (lecture outlines, images and maps, 
and JoinIn PowerPoint slides with clicker content). In 
addition, access to HistoryFinder, a searchable online 
database with thousands of assets, allows instructors 
to easily create exciting presentations for their class- 
room by downloading art, photographs, maps, primary 
sources, and audio/video clips directly into a Microsoft 
PowerPoint slide. 


WebTutor™ on Blackboard® or WebCT®. 
With the WebTutor text-specific, preformatted con- 
tent and total flexibility, instructors can easily create 
and manage their own custom course website. Instruc- 
tors can provide virtual office hours, post syllabi, set 
up threaded discussions, track student progress with 
the quizzing material, and much more. For students, 
WebTutor offers real-time access to an interactive 
eBook and a full array of study tools, including ani- 
mations and videos that bring the book’s topics to life, 
plus chapter outlines, summaries, learning objectives, 
glossary flashcards (with audio), practice quizzes, and 
web links. 


CourseMate. Cengage Learning’s History Course- 
Mate brings course concepts to life with interactive 
learning, study tools, and exam preparation tools that 
support the printed textbook. Use Engagement Tracker 
to monitor student engagement in the course, and watch 
student comprehension soar as your class works with 
the printed textbook and the textbook-specific web- 
site. An interactive eBook allows students to take notes, 
highlight, search, and interact with embedded media 
(such as quizzes, flashcards, and videos). Access to the 
History Resource Center, a “virtual reader,” provides 
students with hundreds of primary sources. Learn more 
at www.cengage.com/coursemate. 


Wadsworth Western Civilization Resource 
Center. Wadsworth’s Western Civilization Resource 
Center gives your students access to a “virtual reader” 
with hundreds of primary sources including speeches, 
letters, legal documents and transcripts, poems, maps, 
simulations, timelines, and additional images that bring 
history to life, along with interactive assignable exercises. 
A map feature including Google Earth™ coordinates and 
exercises will aid in student comprehension of geography 
and use of maps. Students can compare the traditional 
textbook map with an aerial view of the location today. 
It’s an ideal resource for study, review, and research. In 
addition to this map feature, the resource center also pro- 
vides blank maps for student review and testing. 


CourseReader: Western Civilization. This applica- 
tion is Cengage Learning’s easy, affordable way to build 
your own online customizable reader. Through a part- 
nership with Gale, CourseReader: Western Civilization 
searches thousands of primary and secondary sources, 
readings, and audio and video clips from multiple dis- 
ciplines. Select exactly and only the material you want 
your students to work with. Each selection can be lis- 
tened to (using the “Listen” button) to accommodate 
varied learning styles. Additionally, an instructor can 
choose to add his or her own notes to readings to direct 
students’ attention or ask them questions about a par- 
ticular passage. Each primary source is accompanied by 
an introduction and questions to help students under- 
stand the reading. CourseReader: Western Civilization 
is the perfect complement to any class. 


Student Resources 


Companion Website. This website provides a variety 
of resources prepared by Sylvia Gray to help you review 
for class. These study tools include a glossary, crossword 
puzzles, short quizzes, essay questions, critical thinking 
questions, primary sources links, and weblinks. 


WebTutor on Blackboard or WebCT. WebTutor of- 
fers real-time access to an interactive eBook and a full 
array of study tools, including animations and videos 
that bring the book’s topics to life, plus chapter out- 
lines, summaries, learning objectives, glossary flashcards 
(with audio), practice quizzes, and weblinks. 


CourseMate. The more you study, the better the re- 
sults. Make the most of your study time by accessing 
everything you need to succeed in one place. Read your 
textbook, take notes, review flashcards, watch videos, 
and take practice quizzes online with CourseMate. In 
addition, you can access the History Resource Center, 
a “virtual reader” that provides you with hundreds of 
primary sources. 


Wadsworth Western Civilization Resource 
Center. Wadsworth’s Western Civilization Resource 
Center gives you access to a “virtual reader” with hun- 
dreds of primary sources including speeches, letters, 
legal documents and transcripts, poems, maps, simula- 
tions, timelines, and additional images that bring history 
to life, along with interactive assignable exercises. A map 
feature including Google Earth coordinates and exercises 
will aid in your comprehension of geography and use of 
maps. You can compare the traditional textbook map 
with an aerial view of the location today. It’s an ideal 
resource for study, review, and research. In addition to 
this map feature, the resource center also provides blank 
maps for student review and testing. 


Rand McNally Historical Atlas of Western Civi- 
lization, 2e. This valuable resource features over 
forty-five maps, including maps that highlight classical 
Greece and Rome; maps documenting European civili- 
zation during the Renaissance; maps that follow events 
in Germany, Russia, and Italy as they led up to World 
Wars I and II; maps that show the dissolution of Com- 
munism in 1989; maps documenting language and re- 
ligion in the Western world; and maps describing the 
unification and industrialization of Europe. 


Document Exercise. Prepared by Donna Van Raa- 
phorst, Cuyahoga Community College, this is a col- 
lection of exercises based around primary sources, avail- 
able in two volumes. 


Music of Western Civilization. Available free to 
adopters, and for a small fee to students, this CD con- 
tains a broad sampling of many important musical 
pieces of Western civilization. 
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Writing for College History, 1e. Prepared by Robert 
M. Frakes, Clarion University, this brief handbook for 
survey courses in American History, Western Civiliza- 
tion/European History, and World Civilization guides 
students through the various types of writing assign- 
ments they encounter in a history class. Providing ex- 
amples of student writing and candid assessments of 
student work, this text focuses on the rules and conven- 
tions of writing for the college history course. 


The History Handbook, 1e. Prepared by Carol Ber- 
kin of Baruch College, City University of New York, 
and Betty Anderson of Boston University, this book 
teaches students both basic and history-specific study 
skills such as how to read primary sources, research his- 
torical topics, and correctly cite sources. Substantially 
less expensive than comparable skill-building texts, The 
History Handbook also offers tips for Internet research 
and evaluating online sources. 


Doing History: Research and Writing in the Digital 
Age, le. This text was prepared by Michael J. Gal- 
gano, J. Chris Arndt, and Raymond M. Hyser of James 
Madison University. Whether you’re starting down 
the path as a history major or simply looking for a 
straightforward and systematic guide to writing a suc- 
cessful paper, you'll find this text to be an indispensible 
handbook to historical research. This text’s “soup to 
nuts” approach to researching and writing about his- 
tory addresses every step of the process, from locat- 
ing your sources and gathering information to writing 
clearly and making proper use of various citation styles 
to avoid plagiarism. You'll also learn how to make the 
most of every tool available to you—especially the tech- 
nology that helps you conduct the process efficiently 
and effectively. 


The Modern Researcher, 6e. Prepared by Jacques 
Barzun and Henry FE. Graff of Columbia University, this 
classic introduction to the techniques of research and 
the art of expression is used widely in history courses 
but is also appropriate for writing and research meth- 
ods courses in other departments. Barzun and Graff 
thoroughly cover every aspect of research, from the se- 
lection of a topic through the gathering, analysis, writ- 
ing, revision, and publication of findings, presenting the 
process not as a set of rules but through actual cases 
that put the subtleties of research in a useful context. 
Part One covers the principles and methods of research; 
Part Two covers writing, speaking, and getting one’s 
work published. 
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The Ancient Near East: 
The First Civilizations 


# Prehistory 

# The Rise to Civilization 

# Mesopotamian Civilization 
@ Egyptian Civilization 

# Empire Builders 


# The Religious Orientation of the Ancient Near East 


Focus Questions 


1. What is meant by the term civilization? Under what conditions did it emerge? 


2. What did Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations have in common? How did 
they differ? 


3. In what ways did mythopoeic thought characterize Near Eastern civilization? 
How does this type of thinking differ from that of science? 


4. What elements of Near Eastern civilization were passed on to Western civilization? 


Go was not inevitable; it was an act of human creativ- 
ity. The first civilizations emerged some five thousand years ago in 
the river valleys of Mesopotamia and Egypt. There, human beings 
established cities and states, invented writing, developed organized 
religion, and constructed large-scale buildings and monuments— 


all characteristics of civilized life. Humanity’s rise to civilization 





was long and arduous. Some 99 percent of human 
history took place before the creation of civiliza- 
tion, in the vast ages of prehistory. + 


PREHISTORY 


The period called the Paleolithic Age, or Old 
Stone Age, began with the earliest primitive, 
toolmaking human beings who inhabited East 
Africa some three million years ago. It ended 
about ten thousand years ago in parts of the 
Near East when people discovered how to farm. 
Our Paleolithic ancestors lived as hunters and 
food gatherers. Because they had not learned 
how to farm, they never established permanent 
villages. When their food supplies ran short, they 
abandoned their caves or tentlike structures of 
branches and searched for new dwelling places. 

Human social development was shaped by 
this three-million-year experience of hunting 
and food gathering. For survival, groups of fam- 
ilies formed bands consisting of around thirty 
people; members learned how to plan, organize, 
cooperate, trust, and share. Hunters assisted one 
another in tracking and killing game, finding co- 
operative efforts more successful than individual 
forays. By sharing their kill and bringing some 
back to their camp for the rest of the group, 
they reinforced the social bond. So, too, did 
women, who gathered nuts, seeds, and fruit for 
the group. Bands that did not cooperate in the 
hunt, in food gathering, or in food distribution 
were unlikely to survive. 

Although human progress was very slow dur- 
ing the long centuries of the Paleolithic Age, 
developments occurred that influenced the fu- 
ture enormously. Paleolithic people developed 
spoken language and learned how to make and 
use tools of bone, wood, and stone. With these 
simple tools, they dug up roots; peeled the bark 
off trees; trapped, killed, and skinned animals; 
made clothing; and fashioned fishnets. They also 
discovered how to control fire, which allowed 
them to cook their meat and provided warmth 
and protection. 

Like toolmaking and the control of fire, lan- 
guage was a great human achievement. Language 
enabled individuals to acquire and share with one 
another knowledge, experiences, and feelings. 
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Thus, language was the decisive factor in the de- 
velopment of culture and its transmission from 
one generation to the next. 

Most likely, our Paleolithic ancestors developed 
mythic-religious beliefs to explain the myster- 
ies of nature, birth, sickness, and death. They felt 
that living powers operated within and beyond 
the world they experienced, and they sought to 
establish friendly relations with these powers. 
To Paleolithic people, the elements—sun, rain, 
wind, thunder, and lightning—were alive. The 
natural elements were spirits; they could feel and 
act with a purpose. To appease them, Paleolithic 
people made offerings. Gradually, there emerged 
shamans, medicine men, and witch doctors, who, 
through rituals, trances, and chants, seemed able 
to communicate with these spirits. Paleolithic 
people also began the practice of burying their 
dead, sometimes with offerings, which suggests a 
belief in life after death. 

Between thirty thousand and twelve thousand 
years ago, Paleolithic people sought out the dark 
and silent interior of caves, which they probably 
viewed as sanctuaries, and, with only torches for 
light, they painted remarkably skillful and percep- 
tive pictures of animals on the cave walls. Even 
prior to civilization, human beings demonstrated 
artistic talent and an esthetic sense. When these 
prehistoric artists drew an animal with a spear in 
its side, they probably believed that this act would 
make them successful in hunting; when they drew 
a herd of animals, they probably hoped that this 
would cause game to be plentiful. 

Some ten thousand years ago, the New Stone 
Age, or Neolithic Age, began in the Near East. Dur- 
ing the Neolithic Age, human beings discovered 
farming, domesticated animals, established villages, 
polished stone tools, made pottery, and wove cloth. 
So important were these achievements that they are 
referred to as the Neolithic Revolution. 

Agriculture and the domestication of animals 
revolutionized life. Whereas Paleolithic hunters 
and food gatherers had been forced to use what- 
ever nature made available to them, Neolithic 
farmers altered their environment to satisfy hu- 
man needs. Instead of spending their time search- 
ing for grains, roots, and berries, women and 
children grew crops near their homes; instead of 
tracking animals over great distances, men could 
slaughter domesticated goats or sheep nearby. 


Chronology 1.1 « The Near East 


3200 B.c.* 
2900 
2686-2181 
2180 


1792-1750 
fashions a code of laws 


1570 
1369-1353 
1200 
612 Fall of Assyrian empire 
604-562 


550-525 B.C. 
*Most dates are approximations. 


Fall of Hittite empire 


Farming made possible a new kind of community. 
Since farmers had to live near their fields and 
could store food for the future, farming led to the 
rise of permanent settlements. 

Villages changed the patterns of life. A food 
surplus freed some people to devote part of their 
time to sharpening their skills as basket weavers 
or toolmakers. The demand for raw materials and 
the creations of skilled artisans fostered trade, 
sometimes across long distances, and spurred the 
formation of trading settlements. An awareness of 
private property emerged. Hunters had accumu- 
lated few possessions, since belongings presented 
a burden when moving from place to place. Vil- 
lagers, however, acquired property and were de- 
termined to protect it from one another and from 
outsiders, such as nomadic horsemen, who might 
raid the village. Hunting bands were egalitarian; 
generally, no one member had more possessions 
or more power than another. In farming villages, 
a ruling elite emerged that possessed wealth and 
wielded power. Scholars ponder the psychological 
dimensions of this shift from the hunter’s way of 
life to sedentary farming. 

Neolithic people made great strides in technol- 
ogy. By shaping and baking clay, they made pot- 
tery containers for cooking and for storing food 
and water. The invention of the potter’s wheel 
enabled them to form bowls and plates more 
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Rise of civilization in Sumer 


Downfall of Akkadian empire 


Union of Upper and Lower Egypt 


Old Kingdom: essential forms of Egyptian civilization take shape 


Hammurabi of Babylon brings Akkad and Sumer under his control and 


Egyptians drive out Hyksos and embark on empire building 


Reign of Amenhotep IV: a movement toward monotheism 


Reign of Nebuchadnezzar: height of Chaldean empire 


Persian conquests form a world empire 





quickly and precisely. Stone:tools were sharpened 
by grinding them on rock. The discovery of the 
wheel and the sail improved transportation and 
promoted trade, and the development of the plow 
and the ox yoke made tilling the soil easier for 
farmers. 

The Neolithic period also marked the begin- 
ning of the use of metals. The first to be used was 
copper, which was easily fashioned into tools and 
weapons. Copper implements lasted longer than 
those of stone and flint, and they could be recast 
and reshaped if broken. In time, artisans discov- 
ered how to make bronze by combining copper 
and tin in the proper ratio. Bronze was harder 
than copper, which made a sharper cutting edge 
possible. 

During the Neolithic Age, the food supply 
became more reliable, village life expanded, and 
the population increased. Families that acquired 
wealth gained a higher social status and became 
village leaders. Religion grew more formal and 
structured; nature spirits evolved into deities, 
each with specific powers over nature or human 
life. Altars were erected in their honor, and cer- 
emonies were conducted by priests, whose power 
and wealth increased as people gave offerings to 
the gods. Neolithic society was growing more or- 
ganized and complex; it was on the threshold of 
civilization. 
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Caves of Lascaux, Dordogne, France/The Bridgeman Art 


PALEOLITHIC CAVE PAINTING FROM LASCAUX, FRANCE. Produced as part of magical 
religious rites of hunting, these early paintings display considerable artistic skill. 


THE RISE TO CIVILIZATION 


What we call civilization arose some five thou- 
sand years ago in the Near East (in Mesopotamia 
and Egypt) and then later in East Asia (in India and 
China). The first civilizations began in cities that 
were larger, more populated, and more complex in 
their political, economic, and social structure than 
Neolithic villages. Because the cities depended on 
the inhabitants of adjacent villages for their food, 
farming techniques must have been sufficiently 
developed to produce food surpluses. Increased 
production provided food for urban inhabitants, 
who engaged in nonagricultural occupations; they 
became merchants, craftsmen, bureaucrats, and 
priests. 

The invention of writing enabled the first civili- 
zations to preserve, organize, and expand knowl- 
edge and to pass it on to future generations. It also 
allowed government officials and priests to con- 
duct their affairs more efficiently. Moreover, civi- 
lized societies possessed organized governments, 
which issued laws and defined the boundary 
lines of their states. On a scale much larger than 


Neolithic communities, the inhabitants erected 
buildings and monuments, engaged in trade and 
manufacturing, and used specialized labor for 
different projects. Religious life grew more orga- 
nized and complex, and a powerful and wealthy 
priesthood emerged. These developments—cities, 
specialization of labor, writing, organized govern- 
ment, monumental architecture, and a complex 
religious structure—differentiate the first civiliza- 
tions from prehistoric cultures. 

Religion was the central force in these primary 
civilizations. It provided satisfying explanations 
for the workings of nature, helped ease the fear of 
death, and justified traditional rules of morality. 
Law was considered sacred, a commandment of 
the gods. Religion united people in the common 
enterprises needed for survival—for example, the 
construction and maintenance of irrigation works 
and the storage of food. In addition, the power 
of rulers, who were regarded either as gods or as 
agents of the gods, derived from religion. 

The emergence of civilization was a great cre- 
ative act and not merely the inevitable develop- 
ment of agricultural societies. Many communities 
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had learned how to farm, but only a handful made 
the leap to civilization. How was it possible for 
Sumerians and Egyptians, the creators of the earli- 
est civilizations, to make this breakthrough? Most 
scholars stress the relationship between civiliza- 
tions and river valleys. Rivers deposited fertile silt 
on adjoining fields, provided water for crops, and 
served as avenues for trade. But environmental 
factors alone do not adequately explain the emer- 
gence of civilization. What cannot be omitted is 
the human contribution: capacity for thought and 
cooperative activity. Before these rivers could be 
of any value in producing crops, swamps around 
them had to be drained; jungles had to be cleared; 
and dikes, reservoirs, and canals had to be built. 
To construct and maintain irrigation works re- 
quired the cooperation of large numbers of peo- 
ple, a necessary condition for civilization. 

In the process of constructing and maintain- 
ing irrigation networks, people learned to formu- 
late and obey rules and developed administrative, 
engineering, and mathematical skills. The need 
to keep records stimulated the invention of writ- 
ing. These creative responses to the challenges 
posed by nature spurred the early inhabitants of 
Sumer and Egypt to make the breakthrough to 
civilization, thereby altering the course of human 
destiny. 

Civilization also had its dark side. Epidemic 
disease thrived in urban centers, where people 
lived close together in unsanitary conditions, 
drinking contaminated water and surrounded by 
rotting garbage. Slavery was an essential and ac- 
cepted feature of early civilization. The author- 
ity wielded by rulers and their officials and the 
habits of discipline acquired by the community’s 
members made possible the construction of ir- 
rigation works, but these social structures were 
also harnessed for destructive conflicts between 
states. Such warfare, which involved managing 
large numbers of combatants, was far more lethal 
than the sporadic and generally disorganized acts 
of violence that had occurred in Neolithic times. 
A hostile and aggressive attitude toward members 
of alien groups has plagued human beings since 
the rise of civilization. Warfare fascinated the peo- 
ple who created the first civilizations. Scribes re- 
counted battle after battle, warrior-kings boasted 
of their military conquests, and military heroes 
were held in the highest esteem. 


The Ancient Near East: The First Civilizations 


MESOPOTAMIAN CIVILIZATION 


Mesopotamia is the Greek word for “land be- 
tween the rivers.” It was here, in the valleys of the 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, that the first civiliza- 
tion began. The first people to develop an urban 
civilization in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) 
were the Sumerians, who colonized the marsh- 
lands of the lower Euphrates, which, along with 
the Tigris, flows into the Persian Gulf. 

Through constant toil and imagination, the 
Sumerians transformed the swamps into fields of 
barley and groves of date palms. Around 3000 B.c., 
their hut settlements gradually evolved into 
twelve independent city-states, each consisting of 
a city and its surrounding countryside. Among the 
impressive achievements of the Sumerians were a 
system of symbol writing (Cuneiform)* in which 
pictures for objects and marks for numbers were 
engraved on clay tablets with a reed stylus to rep- 
resent ideas; elaborate brick houses, palaces, and 
temples; bronze tools and ‘weapons; irrigation 
works; trade with other peoples; an early form 
of money; religious and political institutions; 
schools; religious and secular literature; varied art 
forms; codes of law; medicinal drugs; and a lunar 
calendar. 

The history of Mesopotamia is marked by a 
succession of conquests. To the north of Sumer 
lay a Semitict city called Akkad. About 2350 B.c., 
the people of Akkad, led by Sargon the Great, a 
warrior-king, conquered the Sumerian cities. Sar- 
gon built the world’s first empire, which extended 
from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean Sea. 
Establishing a pattern that future despotic rul- 
ers would emulate, Sargon stationed garrisons 
in conquered lands and appointed governors 
and officials to administer the territories, as well 
as additional bureaucrats to register and parcel 
out the precious metals, horses, grain, and other 
commodities exacted from conquered peoples. 
He also retained a large standing army to quell 
revolts and to launch new imperialistic ventures. 
The Akkadians adopted Sumerian cultural forms, 


*Cuneiform is the Latin term for “nail-shaped,” which the 
marks inscribed in clay appeared to represent. 

tSemites included Akkadians, Hebrews, Babylonians, Phoe- 
nicians, Canaanites, Assyrians, and Aramaeans. Hebrew 
and Arabic are Semitic languages. 


including cuneiform, and spread them beyond the 
boundaries of Mesopotamia with their conquests. 
Mesopotamian religion became a blend of Sumer- 
ian and Akkadian elements. 

Illustrating the confluence of Akkadian and 
Sumerian culture was Saragon’s daughter, Enhed- 
uanna, the world’s first known poet. Serving as high 
priestess in the Sumerian city of Ur, Enheduanna 
wrote numerous poems and hymns to temple dei- 
ties. In one of her hymns to the Sumerian goddess 
Ianna, she depicts Ianna as a fierce warrior; in a 
second, Ianna emerges as an overseer of home and 
children; and in the third surviving hymn, the poet- 
ess appeals to Ianna to help her regain her position 
as temple priestess after it was taken from her by a 
male enemy. 

In succeeding centuries, the Sumerian cities 
were incorporated into various kingdoms and em- 
pires. The Sumerian language, replaced by a Se- 
mitic tongue, became an obscure language known 
only to priests, and the Sumerians gradually dis- 
appeared as a distinct people. But their cultural 
achievements endured. Akkadians, Babylonians, 
Elamites, and others adopted Sumerian religious, 
legal, literary, and artistic forms. The Sumerian 
legacy served as the basis for a Mesopotamian 
civilization, which maintained a distinct style for 
three thousand years. 


Religion: The Basis of 
Mesopotamian Civilization 


Religion lay at the center of Mesopotamian life. 
Every human activity—political, military, social, 
legal, literary, or artistic—was generally subordi- 
nated to an overriding religious purpose. Religion 
was the Mesopotamians’ frame of reference for 
understanding nature, society, and themselves; it 
dominated and inspired all other cultural expres- 
sions and human activities. Wars between cities, 
for instance, were interpreted as conflicts between 
the gods of those cities, and victory ultimately 
depended on divine favor, not on human effort. 
Myths—narratives about the activities of the 
gods—explained the origins of the human spe- 
cies. According to the earliest Sumerian myths, 
the first human beings issued forth from the earth 
like plant life, or were shaped from clay by divine 
craftsmen and granted a heart by the goddess 
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Nammu, or were formed from the blood of two 
gods sacrificed for that purpose. 

The Mesopotamians believed that people were 
given life so that they could execute on earth the 
will of the gods in heaven. No important deci- 
sions were made by kings or priests without first 
consulting the gods. To discover the wishes of the 
gods, priests sacrificed animals and then exam- 
ined their entrails, or the priests might find their 
answers in the stars or in dreams. 

The cities of Mesopotamia were sacred com- 
munities dedicated to serving divine masters, 
and people hoped that appeasing the gods would 
bring security and prosperity to their cities. Each 
city belonged to a particular god, who was the 
real owner of the land and the real ruler of the 
city; often a vast complex of temples was built for 
the god and the god’s family. 

Supervised by priests, the temple was the heart 
of the city’s life. The temple probably owned most 
of the land in its city; temple priests collected 
rents, operated businesses, and received contri- 
butions for festivals. Most inhabitants of the city 
worked for the temple priests as tenant farmers, 
agricultural laborers, or servants. Anxious to curry 
favor with the gods and goddesses who watched 
over the fields, peasants surrendered part of their 
crops to the temples. Priests coordinated the city’s 
economic activity, supervising the distribution of 
land, overseeing the irrigation works, and storing 
food for emergencies. Temple scribes kept records 
of expenditures and receipts. 

The Mesopotamians believed that the gods 
controlled the entire universe and everything in it. 
The moon, the sun, and the storm, the city, the ir- 
rigation works, and the fields—each was directed 
by a god. The Mesopotamians saw gods and de- 
mons everywhere in nature. There was a god in the 
fire and another in the river; evil demons stirred 
up sandstorms, caused disease, and endangered 
women in childbirth. To protect themselves from 
hostile powers, Mesopotamians wore charms and 
begged their gods for help. When misfortune befell 
them, they attributed it to the gods. Even success 
was not due to their own efforts, but to the inter- 
vention of a god who had taken a special interest 
in them. Compared with the gods, an individual 
was an insignificant and lowly creature. 

Uncertainty and danger filled life in Mesopo- 
tamia. Sometimes, the unpredictable waters of the 
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WOODEN SOUNDBOX OF A SUMERIAN HARP, UR, C. 
2600 B.c. The top panel features a heroic figure 
embracing two man-faced bulls made from shells 
inlaid in bitumen. Beneath are three panels with 
various animals carrying food or drink and musical 
instruments. The theme may depict a fable of some 
festive celebration or ritual myth. 
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rivers broke through the dikes, flooding fields, 
ruining crops, and damaging cities. At other 
times, an insufficient overflow deprived the land 
of water, causing crops to fail. Mesopotamia had 
no natural barriers to invasion. Feeling themselves 
surrounded by incomprehensible and often hostile 
forces, Mesopotamians lived in an atmosphere of 
anxiety that permeated their civilization. 

Contributing to this sense of insecurity was the 
belief that the gods behaved capriciously, malevo- 
lently, and vindictively. What do the gods demand 
of me? Is it ever possible to please them? To these 
questions Mesopotamians had no reassuring an- 
swers, for the gods’ behavior was a mystery to 
mere human beings. 

A mood of uncertainty and anxiety, an aware- 
ness of the cosmos as unfathomable and mys- 
terious, a feeling of dread about the fragility of 
human existence and the impermanence of hu- 
man achievement—these attitudes are as old as 
the first civilization. The Epic of Gilgamesh, the 
finest work of Mesopotamian literature, master- 
fully depicts this mood of pessimism and despair. 
The Gilgamesh deals with a profound theme: the 
human protest against death. Confronted with 
the reality of his own death, Gilgamesh yearns 
for eternal life. But he learns that when the gods 
created human beings, they made death part of 
their lot. “Where is the man who can clamber to 
heaven? Only the gods live forever .. . but as for 
us men, our days are numbered, our occupations 
are a breath of wind.”! The Mesopotamians had 
little to look forward to after death. They believed 
that they would either be confined to a dreary 
underworld whose rulers would inflict pain on 
them or be transformed into spirits, flying about 
and tormenting the living. 


Government, Law, and Economy 


Kingship, bestowed on a man by the gods, was 
the central institution in Mesopotamian society. 
Unlike Egyptian pharaohs, Mesopotamian kings 
did not see themselves as gods, but rather as great 
men selected by the gods to represent them on 
earth. Gods governed through the kings, who re- 
ported to the gods about conditions in their land 
(which was the gods’ property) and petitioned the 
gods for advice. 


The king administered the laws, which came 
from the gods. The principal collection of laws 
in ancient Mesopotamia was the famous code of 
Hammurabi (c. 1792-c. 1750 B.c.), the Babylo- 
nian ruler. Unearthed by French archaeologists 
in 1901-1902, the code has provided invaluable 
insights into Mesopotamian society. In typical 
Mesopotamian fashion, Hammurabi claimed that 
his code rested on the authority of the gods; to 
violate it was to contravene the divine order. 

The code reveals social status and mores in that 
area and time. Women were subservient to men, 
although efforts were made to protect women and 
children from abuse. By making death the penalty 
for adultery, the code probably sought to preserve 
family life. Punishments were generally severe— 
“an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” The 
code prescribed death for housebreaking, kid- 
napping, aiding the escape of slaves, receiving 
stolen goods, and bearing false witness, but be- 
ing forgiven by the wronged party could mitigate 
the penalty. For example, a wife who committed 
adultery could be spared execution if she was par- 
doned by her husband. Class distinctions were 
expressed in the code. For example, a person re- 
ceived more severe punishment for harming a 
noble than for harming a commoner. Government 
officials who engaged in extortion or bribery were 
harshly punished. The code’s many provisions re- 
lating to business transactions underscore the im- 
portance of trade to Mesopotamian life. 

The economy of Mesopotamian cities de- 
pended heavily on foreign and domestic trade. To 
safeguard it, governments instituted regulations to 
prevent fraud, and business transactions had to be 
recorded in writing. Enterprising businessmen set 
up trading outposts in distant lands, making the 
Mesopotamians pioneers in international trade. 


Mathematics, Astronomy, 
and Medicine 


The Mesopotamians made some impressive ad- 
vances in mathematics. They devised multiplica- 
tion and division tables, including even cubes and 
cube roots. They determined the area of right- 
angle triangles and rectangles, divided a circle 
into 360 degrees, and had some understanding 
of the principles that centuries later would be 
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developed into the Pythagorean theorem and 
quadratic equations. But the Babylonians, who 
made the chief contribution in mathematics, 
barely advanced to the level of devising theories: 
they did not formulate general principles or fur- 
nish proofs for their mathematical operations. 

By carefully observing and accurately record- 
ing the positions of planets and constellations 
of stars, Babylonian sky watchers took the first 
steps in developing the science of astronomy, and 
they devised a calendar based on the cycles of the 
moon. As in mathematics, however, they did not 
form theories to coordinate and illuminate their 
data. Believing that the position of the stars and 
planets revealed the will of the gods, astronomers 
did not examine the heavens to find what we call 
cause-and-effect connections between the phe- 
nomena. Rather, they sought to discover what the 
gods wanted. With this knowledge, people could 
organize their political, social, and moral lives 
in accordance with divine commands, and they 
could escape the terrible consequences that they 
believed resulted from ignoring the gods’ wishes. 

Consistent with their religious worldview, the 
Mesopotamians believed that gods or demons 
caused disease. To cure a patient, priest-physicians 
resorted to magic; through prayers and sacrifices, 
they attempted to appease the gods and eject the 
demons from the sick body. Nevertheless, in iden- 
tifying illnesses and prescribing appropriate reme- 
dies, Mesopotamians demonstrated some accurate 
knowledge of medicine and pharmacology. 


EGYPTIAN CIVILIZATION 


During the early period of Mesopotamian civiliza- 
tion, the Egyptians developed their civilization in 
the fertile valley of the Nile. Without this mighty 
river, which flows more than four thousand miles 
from central Africa northward to the Mediterra- 
nean, virtually all Egypt would be a desert. When 
the Nile overflowed its banks, as it did reliably 
and predictably, the floodwaters deposited a layer 
of fertile black earth, which, when cultivated, 
provided abundant food to support Egyptian 
civilization. The Egyptians learned how to control 
the river—a feat that required cooperative effort 
and ingenuity, as well as engineering and admin- 
istrative skills. In addition to water and fertile 
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land, the Nile provided an excellent transporta- 
tion link between Upper (southern) and Lower 
(northern) Egypt. Natural barriers—mountains, 
deserts, cataracts (rapids) in the Nile, and the 
Mediterranean—protected Egypt from attack, 
allowing the inhabitants to enjoy long periods 
of peace and prosperity. Thus, unlike Mesopota- 
mians, Egyptians derived a sense of security from 
their environment. 


From the Old Kingdom to 
the Middle Kingdom 


About 2900 B.c., a ruler of Upper Egypt known 
as Narmer, or Menes, conquered the Nile Delta 
and Lower Egypt. By 2686 B.c., centralized rule 
had been firmly established, and great pyramids, 
tombs for the pharaohs, were being constructed. 
The pyramids required rigorous central planning 
to coordinate the tens of thousands of Egyptian 
laborers drafted to build these immense monu- 
ments. During this Pyramid Age, or Old Kingdom 
(2686-2181 B.c.), royal power reached its height, 
and the essential forms of Egyptian civilization 
crystallized. 

The Egyptians believed the pharaoh to be both 
a man and a god, the earthly embodiment of the 
deity Horus. He was an absolute ruler who kept 
the irrigation works in order, maintained justice 
in the land, and expressed the will of heaven. In 
time, the nobles who served as district governors 
gained in status and wealth and gradually came to 
undermine the divine king’s authority. The nobles’ 
growing power and the enormous expenditure of 
Egypt’s human and material resources on building 
pyramids led to the decline of the Old Kingdom. 
From 2181 to 2040 B.c., a span of time called the 
First Intermediate Period, rival families competed 
for the throne, destroying the unity of the king- 
dom. The civil wars and collapse of the central 
authority required to maintain the irrigation sys- 
tem cast a pall over the land. 

During what is called the Middle Kingdom 
(2040-1786 B.c.), strong kings reasserted phara- 
onic rule and reunited the state. The restoration 
of political stability reinvigorated cultural life, 
and economic activity revived. Pharaohs extended 
Egyptian control south over the land of Nubia 
(modern Sudan), which became a principal source 
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of gold. A profitable trade was carried on with 
Palestine, Syria, and Crete. 

Around 1800 B.c., central authority again 
weakened. In the era known as the Second Inter- 
mediate Period (1786-1570 B.c.), the nobles re- 
gained some of their power, the Nubians broke 
away from Egyptian control, and the Hyksos (a 
mixture of Semites and Indo-Europeans) invaded 
Egypt. The Hyksos dominated Egypt for about 
a hundred years, until the Egyptians drove them 
out in 1570 B.c. The period of empire building 
known as the New Kingdom (1570-1085 B.c.) 
then began. 

The basic features of Egyptian civilization had 
been forged during the Old and Middle King- 
doms. Egyptians looked to the past, convinced 
that the ways of their ancestors were best. For al- 
most three thousand years, Egyptian civilization 
sought to retain a harmony with the order of na- 
ture instituted at creation. Believing in a change- 
less universe, the Egyptians did not value change 
or development—what we call progress—but 
venerated the institutions, traditions, and author- 
ity that embodied permanence. 


Religion: The Basis of 
gyptian Civilization 


Religion was omnipresent in Egyptian life and 
accounted for the outstanding achievements of 
Egyptian civilization. Religious beliefs were the 
basis of Egyptian art, medicine, astronomy, litera- 
ture, and government. The great pyramids, which 
took decades to finish, were tombs for the pha- 
raohs, man-gods. Magical utterances pervaded 
medical practices, for disease was attributed to the 
gods. Astronomy evolved to determine the correct 
time for performing religious rites and sacrifices. 
The earliest examples of literature dealt wholly 
with religious themes. A sacrosanct monarch, the 
pharaoh served as an intermediary between the 
gods and human beings. The Egyptians developed 
an ethical code, which they believed the gods had 
approved. 

Egyptian polytheism took many forms, in- 
cluding the worship of animals, for the people 
believed that gods manifested themselves in both 
human and animal shapes. The Egyptians also 
believed the great powers in nature—sky, sun, 
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Map 1.1 Mesopotamian and Egyptian Civilizations The first civilizations 
emerged in river valleys: Mesopotamia in the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates 


rivers, Egypt in the Nile valley. 


earth, the Nile—to be gods or the abodes of 
gods. In the heavens alive with gods, the Egyp- 
tians found answers to the great problems of hu- 
man existence. In their temples, Egyptians prayed 
and dedicated offerings to their gods. During 
temple rituals, women chanted and played musi- 
cal instruments. 

A crucial feature of Egyptian religion was the 
afterlife. Through pyramid-tombs, mummification 
to preserve the dead, and funerary art, the Egyp- 
tians showed their yearning for eternity and their 
desire to overcome death. Mortuary priests recited 
incantations to ensure the preservation of the dead 
body and the continuity of existence. Inscribed on 
the pyramids’ interior walls were “pyramid texts,” 
written in hieroglyphics—a form of picture writ- 
ing in which figures, such as crocodiles, sails, eyes, 


and so forth, represented words or sounds that 
would be combined to form words. The texts con- 
tained fragments from myths, historical annals, 
and magical lore and provided spells to assist the 
king in ascending to heaven. 

At first, the Egyptians believed that only the 
pharaoh and the royal family were immortal. In 
time, the nobility and then commoners claimed 
that they too could share in the blessings of the 
“other world.” Prayers hitherto reserved for 
the pharaoh were, for a fee, recited by priests at 
the burial of commoners. Believing that their de- 
ceased relative would intercede with the gods in 
their behalf, Egyptians wrote letters to these spir- 
its, petitioning them for help with such problems 
as infertility, inheritance of property, and family 
quarrels. To the Egyptians, the other world offered 
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PHARAOH MYCERINUS AND HIs QUEEN, C. 2525 
B.c. Swelling chests and hips idealize the royal 
couple’s humanity, but the cubic feeling of the 
sculpture and the rigid confidence of the pose 
proclaim their unquestioned divinity. 


the same pleasures as those enjoyed on earth: 
friends, servants, fishing, hunting, paddling a ca- 
noe, picnicking with family members, entertain- 
ment by musicians and dancers, and good food. 
But since earthly existence was not fundamentally 
unhappy, Egyptians did not long for death. 


Divine Kingship 


Divine kingship was the basic institution of Egyptian 
civilization. The Egyptians saw rule by a god-king 
as the only acceptable political arrangement: it was 
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in harmony with the order of the universe, and it 
brought justice and security to the nation. 

The pharaoh’s power extended to all sectors 
of society. Peasants were drafted to serve in labor 
corps as miners or construction workers. Foreign 
trade was a state monopoly, conducted according 
to the kingdom’s needs. As the supreme overlord, 
the pharaoh oversaw an army of government of- 
ficials who collected taxes, supervised construction 
projects, checked the irrigation works, surveyed the 
land, kept records, conducted foreign trade, and su- 
pervised government warehouses, where grain was 
stored as insurance against a bad harvest. All Egyp- 
tians, including the priesthood and standing army, 
were subservient to the pharaoh, whose word was 
regarded as a divine ordinance. Most pharaohs 
took their responsibilities seriously and tried to 
govern as benevolent protectors of the people. 

The pharaoh was seen as ruling in accordance 
with Ma’at, which means “justice, law, right, and 
truth.” To oppose the pharaoh was to violate the 
universal and divinely ordained order of Ma’at 
and to bring disorder to society. Because the Egyp- 
tians regarded Ma’at, which was established with 
the creation of the universe, as the right order of 
nature, they believed that its preservation must be 
the object of human activity—the guiding norm 
of the state and the standard by which individuals 
conducted their lives. Those who did Ma’at and 
spoke Ma’at would be justly rewarded. Could 
anything be more reassuring than this belief that 
divine truth was represented in the person of the 
pharaoh, who guaranteed and defended the sa- 
cred order of the universe? 


Science, Mathematics, and Literature 


Like the Mesopotamians, the Egyptians made 
practical advances in the sciences. They dem- 
onstrated superb engineering skills in building 
pyramids and fashioned an effective system of 
mathematics, including geometry for measure- 
ments, which enabled them to solve relatively 
simple problems. The Egyptians’ solar calendar, 
which allowed them to predict when the Nile 
would overflow, was more accurate than the Bab- 
ylonians’ lunar calendar. 

In the area of medicine, Egyptian doctors 
were more capable than their Mesopotamian 
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THE GREAT SPHINX AT Giza. With the body of a lion and the face of a man, the 
Sphinx watches over Giza as a testament to the divine kingship of the pharaohs. 


counterparts. They could identify illnesses and rec- 
ognized that uncleanliness encouraged contagion. 
They also had some knowledge of anatomy and 
performed operations: circumcision and perhaps 
the draining of abscessed teeth. But their knowl- 
edge of medicine, like that of the Mesopotamians, 
was handicapped by their belief that supernatural 
forces caused illnesses. Thus sick people were in- 
structed to recite an incantation designed to free 
the body from the demon’s hold and to perform a 
ritual act such as being burned with hot irons. 
Generally only a small percentage of the 
population—the elite—was literate. Egyptian lit- 
erature took a wide variety of forms: hymns and 
other religious texts; love poems; tales of adven- 
ture, romance, and fantasy; and collections of 
maxims prepared by elderly sages for the benefit 
of young rulers. Containing hymns, litanies, and 
other religious texts, the Book of the Dead was 
written to guide a deceased person safely between 


this world and the afterlife. In the “Judgment 
Hall,” before Osiris and other gods who assisted 
him, deceased individuals proclaimed, among 
other things, that they had not robbed, murdered, 
or uttered evil words. 


The New Kingdom and the Decline 
of Egyptian Civilization 


The New Kingdom began in 1570 B.c. with the 
war of liberation against the Hyksos. This war 
gave rise to an intense militancy, which found ex- 
pression in empire building. Aggressive pharaohs 
conquered territory that extended as far east as 
the Euphrates River. From its subject states, Egypt 
acquired tribute and slaves. Conquests led to the 
expansion of the bureaucracy, the development of 
a professional army, and the increased power of 
priests, whose temples—which grew larger and 
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more lavish—shared in the spoils. Foreign slaves 
acquired from imperial conquests provided much 
of the labor for the construction of new shrines 
and temples. The formation of the empire ended 
Egyptian isolation and accelerated commercial 
and cultural intercourse with other peoples. Dur- 
ing this period, Egyptian art, for example, showed 
the influence of foreign forms. 

A growing cosmopolitanism was paralleled 
by a movement toward monotheism during the 
reign of Pharaoh Amenhotep IV (c. 1369-1353 
B.c.). Amenhotep sought to replace traditional 
polytheism with the worship of Aton, a single 
god of all people, who was represented as the sun 
disk. Amenhotep took the name Akhenaten (“It 
is well with Aton”) and moved the capital from 
Thebes to a newly constructed holy city called 
Akhataten (near modern Tell el Amarna). The city 
had palaces, administrative centers, and a temple 
complex honoring Aton. Akhenaten and his wife, 
Nefertiti, who played a prominent role in his 
court, dedicated themselves to Aton—the creator 
of the world, the sustainer of life, and the god of 
love, justice, and peace. Akhenaten also ordered 
his officials to chisel out the names of other gods 
from inscriptions on temples and monuments. 
With awe, Akhenaten glorified Aton: 


How manifold are thy works! 

They are hidden from man’s sight. 

O sole god, like whom there is no other. 

Thou hast made the earth according to thy 
desire.” 


Akhenaten’s “monotheism” had little impact 
on the masses of Egyptians, who retained their 
ancient beliefs, and was resisted by priests, who 
resented his changes. After Akhenaten’s death, 
a new pharaoh had the monuments to Aton de- 
stroyed, along with records and inscriptions bear- 
ing Akhenaten’s name. The great visionary was 
now vilified as “the Blasphemer.” 

The most significant historical questions about 
Akhenaten are these two: was his religion genuine 
monotheism, which pushed religious thought in a 
new direction? And if so, did it influence Moses, 
who led the Israelites out of Egypt about a cen- 
tury later? These questions have aroused contro- 
versy among historians. The principal limitation 
on the monotheistic character of Atonism is that 
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AKHENATEN. A bas relief found in Tell el-Amarna 
shows Akhenaten and his family sacrificing to Aton, 
the sun god. 


there were really two gods in Akhenaten’s religion: 
Aton and the pharaoh himself, who was still wor- 
shiped as a deity. Nor is there any evidence that 
Akhenaten influenced the monotheism of Moses. 
Moreover, the Hebrews never identified their God 
with the sun or any other object in nature. 

Late in the thirteenth century B.c., Libyans, 
probably seeking to settle in the more fertile 
land of Egypt, attacked from the west, and the 
Peoples of the Sea, as unsettled raiders from the 
Aegean Sea area and Asia Minor were called, 
launched a series of strikes at Egypt. A weakened 
Egypt abandoned its empire. In the succeeding 
centuries, Egypt came under the rule of Libyans, 
Nubians, Assyrians, Persians, and finally Greeks, 
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to whom Egypt lost its independence in the fourth 
century B.C. 

Egyptian civilization had flourished for nearly 
two thousand years before it experienced an almost 
one-thousand-year descent into stagnation, decline, 
and collapse. During its long history, the Egyptians 
tried to preserve the ancient forms of their civiliza- 
tion, revealed to them by their ancestors and rep- 
resenting for all time those unchanging values that 
they believed were the way of happiness. 


EMPIRE BUILDERS 


The rise of an Egyptian empire during the New 
Kingdom was part of a wider development in 
Near Eastern history after 1500 B.c.—the emer- 
gence of international empires. Empire building 
led to the intermingling of peoples and cultural 
traditions and to the extension of civilization well 
beyond the river valleys. 

One reason for the growth of empires was the 
migration of peoples known as Indo-Europeans. 
Originally from a wide area ranging from south- 
eastern Europe to the region beyond the Caspian 
Sea, Indo-Europeans embarked, around 2000 B.c., 
on a series of migrations that eventually brought 
them into Italy, Greece, Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, 
Persia, and India. From a core Indo-European 
tongue emerged the Greek, Latin, Germanic, 
Slavic, Persian, and Sanskrit languages. 


Hittites 


Several peoples established strong states in the 
Near East around 1500 8.c.—the Hurrians in 
northern Mesopotamia, the Kassites in southern 
Mesopotamia, and the Hittites in Asia Minor. 
The Hittites wanted to control the trade routes 
that ran along the Euphrates River into Syria. In 
the 1300s, the Hittite empire reached its peak. 
Its leaders ruled Asia Minor and northern Syria, 
raided Babylon, and challenged Egypt for control 
of Syria and Palestine. 

The Hittites borrowed several features of 
Mesopotamian civilization, including cuneiform, 
legal principles, and literary and art forms. Hit- 
tite religion blended the beliefs and practices of 
Indo-Europeans, native inhabitants of Asia Minor, 
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and Mesopotamians. The Hittites were probably 
the first people to develop a substantial iron in- 
dustry. Initially, they apparently used iron only for 
ceremonial and ritual objects and not for tools and 
weapons. However, because iron ore was more 
readily available than copper or tin (needed for 
bronze), after 1200 B.c. iron weapons and tools 
spread throughout the Near East, although bronze 
implements were still used. Around 1200 B.c., 
the Hittite empire fell, most likely to Indo- 
European invaders from the north. 


Small Nations 


During the twelfth century B.c., there was a 
temporary lull in empire building, and this per- 
mitted a number of small nations in Syria and 
Palestine to assert their sovereignty. Three of 
these peoples—the Phoenicians, the Aramaeans, 
and the Hebrews*—were originally Semitic des- 
ert nomads. The Phoenicians were descendants of 
the Canaanites, a Semitic people who had settled 
Palestine around 3000 B.c. The Canaanites who 
had migrated northwest into what is now Leba- 
non were called Phoenicians. 

Settling in the coastal Mediterranean cities 
of Tyre, Byblos, Berytus (Beirut), and Sidon, the 
Phoenicians were naturally drawn to the sea. 
These daring explorers established towns along 
the coast of North Africa, on the islands of the 
western Mediterranean, and in Spain; they be- 
came the greatest sea traders of the ancient world. 
The Phoenicians (or their Canaanite forebears) 
devised the first alphabet, which was a monumen- 
tal contribution to writing. Since all words could 
be represented by combinations of letters, it saved 
memorizing thousands of diagrams and aided the 
Phoenicians in transmitting the cultural achieve- 
ments of the Near East to the western Mediterra- 
nean. Adopted by the Greeks, who added vowels, 
the phonetic alphabet became a crucial compo- 
nent of European languages. 

The Aramaeans, who settled in Syria, Pales- 
tine, and northern Mesopotamia, performed a 
role similar to that of the Phoenicians. As great 
caravan traders, they carried both goods and cul- 
tural patterns to various parts of the Near East. 


*The Hebrews are discussed in Chapter 2. 
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The Hebrews and the Persians, for example, 
acquired the Phoenician alphabet from the 
Aramaeans. 


Assyria 


In the ninth century B.c., empire building resumed 
with the Assyrians, a Semitic people from the region 
around the upper Tigris River. Although they had 
made forays of expansion in 1200 and 1100 B.c., 
the Assyrians began their march to “world” em- 
pire three centuries later. In the eighth and seventh 
centuries, they became a ruthless fighting machine 
that stormed through Mesopotamia—including 
Armenia and Babylonia—as well as Syria, Pales- 
tine, and Egypt. 

The Assyrian king, who was the representative 
and high priest of the god Ashur, governed abso- 
lutely. Nobles appointed by the king kept order in 
the provinces and collected tribute. The Assyrians 
improved roads, established messenger services, 
and engaged in large-scale irrigation projects to fa- 
cilitate effective administration of their conquered 
lands and to promote prosperity. They exacted 
obedience by resorting to terror and by deporting 
troublemakers from their home territories. 

Despite an almost all-consuming concern for war, 
the Assyrians preserved and spread the culture of 
the past. They copied and edited the literary works 
of Babylonia, adopted the old Sumerian gods, and 
used Mesopotamian art forms. The Assyrian king 
Ashurbanipal (669-626 B.c.) maintained a great 
library that housed thousands of clay tablets. After 
a period of wars and revolts by oppressed subjects 
weakened Assyria, a coalition of Medes from Iran 
and Chaldeans, or Neo-Babylonians, sacked the 
Assyrian capital of Nineveh in 612 B.c., destroying 
Assyrian power. 


Persia: Unifier of the Near East 


The destruction of the Assyrian empire made pos- 
sible the rise of a Chaldean empire that included 
Babylonia, Assyria, Syria, and Palestine. Under 
Nebuchadnezzar, who ruled from 604 to 562 B.c., 
the Chaldean, or Neo-Babylonian, empire reached 
its height. After Nebuchadnezzar’s death, the em- 
pire was torn by civil war and threatened by a new 
power: the Persians, an Indo-European people who 
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had settled in southern Iran. (Iranians today are 
descendants of the ancient Persians.) Under Cyrus 
the Great and his son and successor, Cambyses, the 
Persians conquered all lands between the Nile in 
Egypt and the Indus River in India. This conquest 
took twenty-five years, from 550 to 525 B.c. 

The Near Eastern conception of absolute mon- 
archy justified by religion reached its culminating 
expression in the person of the Persian king, who, 
with divine approval, ruled a vast empire, “the 
four quarters of the earth.” Persian kings devel- 
oped an effective system of administration—based 
in part on an Assyrian model—that gave stability 
and a degree of unity to their extensive territo- 
ries. The Persian empire was divided into twenty 
provinces (satrapies), each one administered by a 
governor (satrap) responsible to the emperor. To 
guard against subversion, the king employed spe- 
cial agents—“the eyes and ears of the emperor” — 
who supervised the activities of the governors. 
Persian kings allowed the provincials a large mea- 
sure of self-rule. They also respected local tradi- 
tions, particularly in matters of religion, as long 
as subjects paid their taxes, served in the royal 
army, and refrained from rebellion. 

The empire was bound together by a uniform 
language, Aramaic (the language of the Aramae- 
ans of Syria), used by government officials and 
merchants. Aramaic was written in letters based 
on the Phoenician alphabet. By making Aramaic 
a universal language, the Persians facilitated writ- 
ten and oral communication within the empire. 
The empire was further unified by an elaborate 
network of roads, an efficient postal system, a 
common system of weights and measures, and an 
empirewide coinage based on an invention of the 
Lydians from western Asia Minor. 

Besides providing impressive political and ad- 
ministrative unity, the Persians fused and perpetu- 
ated the various cultural traditions of the Near 
East. Persian palaces, for example, boasted the 
terraces of Babylon, the colonnades of Egypt, the 
winged bulls that decorated Assyrian palace gates, 
and the craftsmanship of Median goldsmiths. 

The political and cultural universalism of the 
Persian empire had its counterpart in the emer- 
gence of an ethically oriented religion, Zoroas- 
trianism, which contained both monotheistic and 
dualistic elements and emphasized the individual’s 
capacity to choose between good and evil. Named 
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Map 1.2 The Assyrian and Persian Empires In the last part of the sixth 
century B.C., the Persians established the greatest empire of the ancient Near East, 
conquering all the lands between the Nile in Egypt and the Indus River in India. 


for its founder, the Persian prophet Zoroaster, 
who probably lived in the sixth century B.c. (al- 
though some scholars place him much earlier), 
this religion taught belief in Ahura Mazda—the 
Wise Lord—god of light, justice, wisdom, good- 
ness, and immortality. In addition to Ahura 
Mazda, however, there existed Ahriman, the spirit 
of darkness, who was evil and destructive; Ahri- 
man was in conflict with the ultimately trium- 
phant Ahura Mazda. People were free to choose 
whom they would follow. To serve Ahura Mazda, 
one had to speak the truth and be good to oth- 
ers; the reward for such behavior was eternal life 
in paradise, the realm of light and goodness. Fol- 
lowers of the evil spirit could be cast into a realm 
of darkness and torment. In contrast to the tradi- 
tional religions of the Near East, Zoroastrianism 
rejected magic, polytheism, and blood sacrifices. 
Instead, it stressed ethics. 

Persia unified the nations of the Near East into 
a world-state, headed by a divinely appointed 
king. It also synthesized the region’s cultural 


traditions. Soon it would confront the city-states 
of Greece, whose political system and cultural ori- 
entation differed from those of the Near East. 


THE RELIGIOUS ORIENTATION 
OF THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 


Religion dominated, suffused, and inspired all fea- 
tures of Near Eastern society: law, kingship, art, 
and science. In the first civilizations, the deepest 
thoughts of human beings were expressed in the 
form of religious myths. Priest-kings or god-kings, 
their power sanctioned by divine forces, furnished 
the necessary authority to organize large num- 
bers of people in cooperative ventures. Religion 
also encouraged and justified wars—including 
enslavements and massacres—which were seen as 
conflicts between the gods. Religious beliefs and 
values served as a powerful social force uniting 
people into a cohesive community. 
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A Mythmaking Worldview 


A religious, or mythopoeic (mythmaking), view of 
the world gave Near Eastern civilization its dis- 
tinctive form and allows us to see it as an organic 
whole. Mesopotamians and Egyptians inherited 
from their prehistoric ancestors a great variety of 
communally produced imagery, rituals, and tales 
accounting for the origin of the world and human 
life. With unrestrained imagination, they altered 
the old myths and elaborated new ones to resolve 
questions that today we try to answer with sci- 
ence. Mythmaking was humanity’s first way of 
thinking; it was the earliest attempt to explain the 
beginnings of the universe and human history, to 
make nature’s mysteries and life’s uncertainties 
comprehensible. 

Originating in sacred rites, ritual dances, feasts, 
and ceremonies, myths depicted the deeds of gods, 
who, in some remote past, had brought forth the 
world and human beings. Holding that human 
destiny was determined by the gods, Near East- 
ern people interpreted their experiences through 
myths. Mesopotamian myths, for example, at- 
tributed personal misfortune and the catastrophes 
that afflicted a city to supernatural forces dis- 
pleased with people’s behavior. These myths gave 
Near Eastern people a framework with which to 
pattern their experiences into a meaningful order, 
justify their rules of conduct, make nature intelli- 
gible, and help them to overcome the uncertainty 
of existence. 

The civilizations of the ancient Near East were 
based on a way of thinking fundamentally dif- 
ferent from the modern scientific outlook. The 
scientific mind views physical nature as an it— 
inanimate, impersonal, and governed by universal 
law. The mythmaking mind of the Near East saw 
every object in nature as a thou—personified, 
alive, with an individual will. It saw gods or 
demons manipulating things. The world was 
enchanted, imbued with mysterious spirits. The 
sun and stars, the rivers and mountains, the wind 
and lightning were either gods or the dwelling 
places of gods. Live agents were the forces be- 
hind natural events. If a river flooded the region, 
destroying crops, it was because it wanted to; the 
river or the gods desired to punish the people. 
The Babylonians attributed drought to the hot 
breath of the Bull of Heaven. The drought ended 
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when the gigantic bird Imdugud devoured the 
bull and covered the sky with the storm clouds 
in its wings. 

The Egyptians believed that Nut, the sky god- 
dess, gave birth to the sun, a deity who sailed west 
across the celestial sea before descending into his 
mother’s womb to be reborn again in the morn- 
ing. For the Egyptians, the rising and setting of 
the sun were not natural occurrences—a celestial 
body obeying an impersonal law—but a religious 
drama. 

The scientific mind holds that natural objects 
obey universal rules; hence, the location of plan- 
ets, the speed of objects, and the onset of a hur- 
ricane can be predicted. The mythmaking mind of 
the ancient Near East attributed all occurrences 
in nature to the actions of gods, whose behavior 
was often erratic and unpredictable. Shamans 
employed magic to protect people from evil su- 
pernatural forces that surrounded them. Mythi- 
cal explanations of nature and human experience 
made life seem less overwhelming and death less 
frightening. 

Of course, Near Eastern people did engage 
in rational forms of thought and behavior. They 
certainly employed reason in building irrigation 
works, in preparing a calendar, and in perform- 
ing mathematical operations. Moreover, in their 
daily life, men and women were often driven 
by purely pragmatic concerns. Fields had to be 
planted, goods sold, and household chores at- 
tended to. In dealing with these concerns, peo- 
ple did what had to be done in commonsense 
ways. They planned and prepared; they weighed 
actions as either beneficial or harmful and be- 
haved accordingly. However, because rational, 
or logical, thought remained subordinate to a 
mythic-religious orientation, they did not arrive 
at a consistently and self-consciously rational 
method of inquiring into physical nature and 
human culture. 

Thus, Near Eastern civilization reached the 
first level in the development of science: observing 
nature, recording data, and improving technol- 
ogy in mining, metallurgy, and architecture. But 
it did not advance to the level of self-conscious 
philosophical and scientific thought—that is, log- 
ically deduced abstractions, hypotheses, and gen- 
eralizations. Mesopotamians and Egyptians did 
not fashion a body of philosophical and scientific 
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Mythical Thinking 


The mythopoeic mind accounts for causation by 
personifying inanimate substances. To explain 
through personification is to seek the “who’ behind 
events, to attribute these events to the will of a god 
(or to an object suffused with divine presence). Thus, 
if a river did not rise, it was because it refused to do 
so; either the river or the gods were angry at the 
people. 

The following excerpts from Mesopotamian lit- 
erature are examples of personification. Whereas 
we regard table salt as an ordinary mineral, to the 
Mesopotamians it was alive, a fellow being. In one 
passage, a person appeals to salt to end his bewitch- 
ment. In the second, an afflicted person who be- 
lieves himself bewitched calls on fire to destroy his 
enemies. 


O Salt 


O Salt, created in a clean place, 

For food of gods did Enlil [father of the Sumer- 
ian gods] destine thee. 

Without thee no meal is set out in Ekur, 

Without thee god, king, lord, and prince do not 
smell incense. 

I am so-and-so, the son of so-and-so, 

Held captive by enchantment, 

Held in fever by bewitchment. 

O Salt, break my enchantment! Loose my 
spell! 


Take from me the bewitchment!—And as My 
Creator 
I shall extol thee. 


Scorching Fire 


Scorching Fire, warlike son of Heaven, 
Thou, the fiercest of thy brethren, 

Who like Moon and Sun decidest lawsuits— 
Judge thou my case, hand down the verdict. 


Burn the man and woman who bewitched me; 

Burn, O Fire, the man and woman who 
bewitched me; 

Scorch, O Fire, the man and woman who 
bewitched me; 


Burn them, O Fire; 
Scorch them, O Fire; 

Take hold of them, O Fire; 
Consume them, O Fire; 
Destroy them, O Fire. 


Questions for Analysis 


1. How does mythical thinking differ from sci- 
entific thinking? 

2. When might the ancient Mesopotamians 
have turned to the gods for help? 


Henri Frankfort et al., Before Philosophy, 143, 147. 
Copyright © 1949 by University of Chicago Press. All 
rights reserved. Reproduced by permission. 








ideas that were logically structured, discussed, 
and debated. They had no awareness of general 
laws that govern particular events. These later 
developments were the singular achievement of 
Greek philosophy. It gave a “rational interpre- 
tation to natural occurrences which had previ- 
ously been explained by ancient mythologies. ... 
With the study of nature set free from the con- 
trol of mythological fancy, the way was opened 


for the development of science as an intellectual 
system.”? 


Near Eastern Achievements 


The Sumerians and the Egyptians demonstrated enor- 
mous creativity and intelligence. They built irrigation 
works and cities, organized governments, charted the 
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course of heavenly bodies, performed mathemati- 
cal operations, constructed large-scale monuments, 
engaged in international trade, established bureau- 
cracies and schools, and considerably advanced the 
level of technology and engineering skills. Without 
the Sumerian invention of writing—one of the great 
creative acts in history—what we mean by civiliza- 
tion could not have emerged. 

Many elements of ancient Near Eastern civili- 
zation were passed on to the West. The wheeled 
vehicle, the plow, and the phonetic alphabet—all 
important to the development of civilization— 
derive from the Near East. In the realm of medi- 
cine, the Egyptians knew the value of certain 
drugs, such as castor oil; they also knew how to 
use splints and bandages. The innovative divisions 
that gave 360 degrees to a circle and 60 minutes 
to an hour originated in Mesopotamia. Egyptian 
geometry and Babylonian astronomy were uti- 
lized by the Greeks and became a part of Western 
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knowledge. In Christian art, too, one finds connec- 
tions to Mesopotamian art forms—for example, 
the Assyrians depicted winged angel-like beings. 

Both the Hebrews and the Greeks borrowed 
Mesopotamian literary themes. For instance, some 
biblical stories—the Flood, the quarrel between 
Cain and Abel, and the Tower of Babel—stem 
from Mesopotamian antecedents. A similar link 
exists between the Greek and the earlier Mesopo- 
tamian mythologies. 

Thus, many achievements of the Egyptians and 
the Mesopotamians were inherited and assimilated 
by both the Greeks and the Hebrews, the principal 
founders of Western civilization. Even more impor- 
tant for an understanding of the essential meaning 
of Western civilization are the ways in which the 
Greeks and the Hebrews rejected or transformed 
elements of the older Near Eastern traditions to cre- 
ate new points of departure for the human mind. 
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The Hebrews: A New View 
of God and the Individual 


Early Hebrew History 

God: One, Sovereign, Transcendent, Good 
The Individual and Moral Autonomy 
The Covenant and the Law 

The Hebrew Idea of History 

The Prophets 


The Legacy of the Ancient Jews 


Focus Questions 


1. In what ways did the Hebrew view of God mark a revolutionary break with 
Near Eastern thought? 


. How did Hebrew religious thought promote the ideas of moral autonomy? 
. What were the distinguishing features of Hebrew law? 
. What were the unique achievements of the Hebrew prophets? 
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. Why are the Hebrews regarded as a principal source of the Western tradition? 


A ncient Mesopotamia and Egypt, the birthplaces of the first civili- 
zations, are not the spiritual ancestors of the West; for the origins of the 
Western tradition we must turn to the Hebrews (Jews) and the Greeks. 
Both Greeks and Hebrews, of course, absorbed elements of the civiliza- 
tions of Mesopotamia and Egypt, but what is more significant is how they 


transformed this inheritance and shaped worldviews that differed markedly 
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from the outlooks of these first civilizations. As 
Egyptologist John A. Wilson writes, 


The Children of Israel built a nation and a 
religion on the rejection of things Egyptian. 
Not only did they see God as one, but they 
ascribed to him consistency of concern for man 
and consistency of justice to man. ... Like the 
Greeks, the Hebrews took forms from their 
great neighbors; like the Greeks, they used 
those forms for very different purposes.' 


In this chapter, we examine one source of the 
Western tradition, the Hebrews, whose conception 
of God broke with the outlook of the Near East 
and whose ethical teachings helped to fashion the 
Western idea of the dignity of the individual. * 


EARLY HEBREW HISTORY 


The Hebrews (Israelites or Jews) originated in 
Mesopotamia and migrated to Canaan, a portion 
of which was later called Palestine.* The Hebrew 
patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, so promi- 
nently depicted in the Old Testament—were chief- 
tains of seminomadic clans that roamed Palestine 
and occasionally journeyed to Mesopotamia and 
Egypt. The early Hebrews absorbed some features 
of Mesopotamian civilization. For example, there 
are parallels between biblical law and the Meso- 
potamian legal tradition. Several biblical stories, 
including those of the Garden of Eden and the 
Flood, derive from Mesopotamian sources. 
According to Hebrew Scriptures, some He- 
brews journeyed from Canaan to Egypt to be 
herdsmen and farmers, but they eventually be- 
came forced laborers for the Egyptians. Fearful 
of turning into permanent slaves of the pharaoh, 
the Hebrews yearned for an opportunity to 
escape. In the thirteenth century B.c., an extraor- 
dinary leader called Moses rose among them and 
was accepted as a messenger of God. Leading 
the Hebrews in their exodus from Egypt, Moses 


*Since there is a paucity of references to the early Hebrews 
in nonbiblical sources, scholars have to rely almost entirely 
on the Hebrew Bible for reconstructing much of the history 
of the ancient Israelites. The divergence of scholarly opin- 
ion regarding the Bible’s accuracy and reliability creates 
additional uncertainty for the historian. 
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transformed them during their wanderings in the 
wilderness of Sinai into a nation, united and up- 
lifted by a belief in Yahweh, the one God. 

Some scholars dismiss the Exodus as fiction, 
arguing that there is no extrabibical evidence for 
the Exodus or even for the presence of Hebrews 
in Eygpt; while there are abundant Egyptian hiero- 
glyphics detailing events:at the time, none of them 
refer specifically to Israelites in Egypt. Certainly, say 
these scholars, the flight of thousands of foreigners 
would have attracted notice. Moreover, it is highly 
unlikely that an escape by a large group of slaves 
could have succeeded when Egypt was at the peak 
of its power. The biblical account says that Israel- 
ites wandered in the Sinai Desert for forty years, 
but archeologists, who have excavated numerous 
sites in the Sinai mentioned in the Book of Exodus, 
have uncovered no traces of Israelite campsites. 
These scholars, known as biblical minimalists, 
deny there ever was an Exodus from Egypt. Other 
scholars reject this position, holding that there is 
evidence of Asiatic slaves toiling in Egypt, some of 
whom might have been Hebrews. Moreover, assert 
these scholars, ancient Hebrew scribes would not 
have concocted and faithfully preserved such an 
inglorious history of enslavement unless the bibli- 
cal account contained a core historical truth along 
with legend, folklore, and mythic imagery. 

The wandering Hebrews returned to Canaan 
to rejoin other Hebrew tribes that had not mi- 
grated to Egypt. The conquest and colonization 
of Canaan was a gradual process that took many 
generations. Threatened by the Philistines (origi- 
nally from the islands of the Aegean Sea and the 
coast of Asia Minor), the twelve Hebrew tribes 
united under the leadership of Saul, a charismatic 
hero, whom they acclaimed as their first king. 
Under Saul’s successor, David, a gifted warrior and 
poet, the Hebrews (or Israelites) broke the back of 
Philistine power and subdued neighboring peoples. 

David’s son Solomon built a royal palace in Je- 
rusalem and beside it a magnificent temple honor- 
ing God. Under Solomon, ancient Israel was at the 
height of its political power and prosperity, but op- 
position to Solomon’s tax policies and his favored 
treatment of the region of Judah in the south led to 
the division of the kingdom after his death in 922 
B.C. The tribes loyal to Solomon’s son belonged to 
the Kingdom of Judah, whereas the other tribes 
organized the northern Kingdom of Israel. 
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1250 B.c. 
1024-1000 
1000-961 
961-922 
750-430 


Hebrew exodus from Egypt 


Age of classical prophecy 


Reign of Saul, Israel's first king 


Creation of a united monarchy under David 


Reign of Solomon; construction of the first temple 


722 Kingdom of Israel falls to Assyrians 


586 Kingdom of Judah falls to Chaldeans; the temple is destroyed 


586-539 Babylonian exile 


538 Cyrus of Persia allows exiles to return to Judah 


515 B.c. Second temple is dedicated 


In 722 B.c., Israel fell to the Assyrians, who de- 
ported many Hebrews to other parts of the Assyr- 
ian empire. These transplanted Hebrews merged 
with neighboring peoples and lost their identity 
as the people who had made a covenant with 
God. By 586 B.c., the Chaldeans had conquered 
Judah, destroyed Solomon’s temple, devastated 
the land, and deported several thousand Hebrews 
to Babylon. This was the darkest moment in the 
history of the Hebrews. Their state was gone, and 
neighboring peoples had overrun their land; their 
holy temple, built during the reign of King Solo- 
mon, was in ruins; thousands had died in battle, 
had been executed or had fled to Egypt and other 
lands; and thousands more were in exile in Babylon. 
This exile is known as the Babylonian Captivity. 

Still, the Hebrews, now commonly called Jews, 
survived as a people—a fact that is a marvel of 
history. Although many of the exiles in Babylon 
assimilated Babylonian ways, some remained 
faithful to their God, Yahweh, and to the Law of 
Moses, and they longed to return to their home- 
land. Thus, their faith enabled them to endure 
conquest and exile. When the Persians conquered 
Babylon, King Cyrus, in 538 B.c., permitted the 
exiles to return to Judah, now a Persian province, 
and to rebuild the temple. 

The Jews regained their independence in the 
second century B.c.; however, in the next century 
their land fell within the Roman orbit. After failed 
revolutions in the first and second centuries A.D., 
they became a dispersed people. But they never 





relinquished their commitment to God and his 
Law as recorded in the Hebrew Scriptures. Called 
Tanak by Jews (and the Old Testament by Chris- 
tians), these Scriptures consist of thirty-nine books 
by several authors who lived in different centu- 
ries. Jews call the first five books—Genesis, Exo- 
dus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—the 
Torah (which originally meant “teaching” or “in- 
struction”). Often the Torah is referred to as the 
Pentateuch, a Greek word meaning “five books.” 
The Hebrew Scriptures represent Jewish written 
and oral tradition dating from about 1250 to 150 
B.C. The record of more than a thousand years of 
ancient Jewish life, they include Jewish laws, wis- 
dom, hopes, legends, and literary expressions. In 
describing an ancient people’s efforts to compre- 
hend the ways of God, the Scriptures emphasize 
and value the human experience; their heroes are 
not demigods but human beings. The Scriptures 
depict human strength as well as weakness. Some 
passages exhibit cruelty and unseemly revenge 
against the enemies of Israel and apostates, but 
others express the highest ethical values. 
Compiled by religious devotees, not research 
historians, the Hebrew Scriptures understandably 
contain factual errors, imprecisions, and discrep- 
ancies. However, they also offer passages of reli- 
able history, and historians find these Scriptures an 
indispensable source for studying the ancient Near 
East. Students of literature explore the Old Tes- 
tament for its poetry, legends, and themes, all of 
which are an integral part of the Western literary 
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A DEAD SEA SCROLL, JUDEA, SECOND CENTURY B.C. God’s law, as recorded in the Holy 
Scriptures, still remains a unifying force among Jews. Many ancient Hebrew scrolls 
were found in caves near the west bank of the Dead Sea beginning in the late 1940s. 
The scroll depicted here contains the earliest existing copy of a complete Hebrew text 
of the book of the prophet Isaiah. It barely differs from more modern manuscripts. 


tradition. But it is as a work of religious inspira- 
tion that the Hebrew Bible attains its profoundest 
importance. As set forth there, the Hebrew idea of 
God and his relationship to human beings is one 
of the foundations of the Western tradition. 


Gop: ONE, SOVEREIGN, 
TRANSCENDENT, GOOD 


Monotheism, the belief in one God, became 
the central force in the life of the Hebrews and 
marked a profound break with Near Eastern 


religious thought. Near Eastern gods were not 
truly free; their power was not without limits. Un- 
like Yahweh, Near Eastern gods were not eternal 
but were born or created; they issued from some 
prior realm. They were also subject to biologi- 
cal conditions, requiring food, drink, sleep, and 
sexual gratification. Sometimes they became ill or 
grew old or died. When they behaved wickedly, 
they had to answer to fate, which demanded pun- 
ishment as retribution; even the gods were subject 
to fate’s power. 

The Hebrews regarded God as fully sover- 
eign. He ruled all and was subject to nothing. The 
Hebrews believed that nothing preceded God in 


(© John Trevor, Ph.D., courtesy of the Trevor family; photo provided by the Ancient Biblical Manuscript Center, Claremont, Calif.) 








time or surpassed him in power. They saw God as 
eternal and omnipotent, as the source of all in the 
universe, and as having a supreme will. 

Whereas Near Eastern divinities dwelt within 
nature, the Hebrew God was transcendent, above 
nature and not a part of it. Yahweh was not iden- 
tified with any natural force and did not dwell 
in a particular place in heaven or on earth. Since 
God was the creator and ruler of nature, there was 
no place for a sun god, a moon god, a god in the 
river, or a demon in the storm. Nature was God’s 
creation, but was not itself divine. The stars and 
planets were creations of Yahweh, not divinities 
or the abodes of divinities. The Hebrews neither 
regarded them with awe nor worshiped them. 

The removal of the gods from nature—the de- 
mythicizing of nature—is a necessary prerequi- 
site for scientific thought. But concerned as they 
were with religion and morality, the Hebrews did 
not create theoretical science. As testimony to 
God’s greatness, nature inspired them to sing the 
praises of the Lord; it invoked worship of God, 
not scientific curiosity. When they gazed at the 
heavens, they did not seek to discover mathemati- 
cal relationships but admired God’s magnificent 
handiwork. They did not view nature as a system 
governed by self-operating physical principles or 
natural law. Rather, they saw the rising sun, spring 
rain, summer heat, and winter cold as God inter- 
vening in an orderly manner in his creation. The 
Hebrews, unlike the Greeks, were not philosophi- 
cal or scientific thinkers. They were concerned 
with God’s will, not the human intellect; with the 
feelings of the heart, not the power of the mind; 
with righteous behavior, not abstract thought. 

Unlike the Greeks, the Hebrews did not specu- 
late about the origins of all things and the opera- 
tions of nature; they knew that God had created 
everything. For the Hebrews, God’s existence was 
based on religious conviction, not on rational in- 
quiry; on revelation, not reason. It was the Greeks, 
not the Hebrews, who originated self-conscious, 
systematic, rational thought. But Christianity, 
born of Judaism, retained the Hebrew view of 
a transcendent God and the orderliness of his 
creation concepts that could accommodate Greek 
science. 

The Hebrews also did not speculate about 
God’s nature. They knew only that he was good 
and that he made ethical demands on his people. 
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Unlike Near Eastern gods, Yahweh was not driven 
by lust or motivated by evil but was “merciful and 
gracious, long-suffering, and abundant in good- 
ness and truth .. . forgiving inequity and trans- 
gression and sin” (Psalm 145:8).* In contrast to 
pagan gods, who were indifferent to human be- 
ings, Yahweh was attentive to human needs. By 
asserting that God was one, sovereign, transcen- 
dent, and good, the Hebrews effected a religious 
revolution that separated them entirely from the 
worldview held by the other peoples of the an- 
cient Near East. 


THE INDIVIDUAL AND 
MORAL AUTONOMY 


This new conception of God made possible a 
new awareness of the individual, who was seen 
as the culmination and centerpiece of God’s cre- 
ation. Created in the image of God, the human 
being is unique, qualitatively different from the 
rest of animate nature. Only the human being has 
the power of volition, the power to make choices. 
The Hebrews believed that God, who possessed 
total freedom himself, had bestowed on his peo- 
ple moral freedom—the capacity to choose be- 
tween good and evil. Thus, in confronting God, 
the Hebrews developed an awareness of self, or I: 
the individual became conscious of his or her own 
person, moral autonomy, and personal worth. 

Fundamental to Hebrew belief was the insis- 
tence that God did not create people to be his 
slaves. The Hebrews regarded God with awe and 
humility, with respect and fear, but they did not 
believe that God wanted people to grovel before 
him; rather, he wanted them to fulfill their moral 
potential by freely making the choice to follow or 
not to follow God’s Law. Thus, in creating men 
and women in his own image, God made them 
autonomous and sovereign. In God’s plan for the 
universe, human beings were the highest creation, 
subordinate only to God. Of all his creations, 
only they had been given the freedom to choose 
between righteousness and wickedness, between 
“life and good, and death and evil” (Deuteronomy 
30:15). But having the power to choose freely, 
men and women must bear the responsibility for 
their choice. 
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God demanded that the Hebrews have no other 
gods and that they make no images “nor any 
manner of likeness, of any thing that is in heaven 
above, or that is in the earth beneath,... thou 
shalt not bow down unto them nor serve them” 
(Exodus 20:4-5). The Hebrews believed that the 
worship of idols deprived people of their freedom 
and dignity; people cannot be fully human if they 
surrender themselves to a lifeless idol. Hence, the 
Hebrews rejected images and all other forms of 
idolatry. A crucial element of Near Eastern religion 
was the use of images—art forms that depicted di- 
vinities—but the Hebrews believed that God, the 
Supreme Being, could not be represented by pic- 
tures or sculpture fashioned by human hands. The 
Hebrews rejected entirely the belief that an image 
possessed divine powers, which could be manipu- 
lated for human advantage. Ethical considerations, 
not myth or magic, were central to Hebrew reli- 
gious life. 

By making God the center of life, Hebrews 
could become free moral agents; no person, no 
human institution, and no human tradition could 
claim their souls. Because God alone was the su- 
preme value in the universe, only he was worthy 
of worship. Thus, to give ultimate loyalty to a king 
or a general violated God’s stern warning against 
the worship of false gods. The first concern of the 
Hebrews was righteousness, not power, fame, or 
riches, which were only idols and would impover- 
ish a person spiritually and morally. 

There was, however, a condition to freedom. 
For the Hebrews, people were not free to create 
their own moral precepts, their own standards of 
right and wrong. Freedom meant voluntary obedi- 
ence to commands that originated with God. Evil 
and suffering were not caused by blind fate, malev- 
olent demons, or arbitrary gods; they resulted from 
people’s disregard of God’s commandments. The 
dilemma is that in possessing freedom of choice, 
human beings are also free to disobey God, to com- 
mit sin, which leads to suffering and death. Thus, 
in the Genesis story, Adam and Eve were punished 
for disobeying God in the Garden of Eden. 

For the Hebrews, to know God was not to 
comprehend him intellectually, to define him, or 
to prove his existence; to know God was to be 
righteous and loving, merciful and just. When men 
and women loved God, the Hebrews believed, 
they were uplifted and improved. Gradually, 
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they learned to overcome the worst elements of 
human nature and to treat people with respect 
and compassion. The Jews came to interpret the 
belief that human beings were created in God’s 
image to mean that each individual has a divine 
spark in him or her, giving every person a unique 
dignity that cannot be taken away. 

Through their devotion to God, the Hebrews 
asserted the value and autonomy of human be- 
ings. Thus, the Hebrews conceived the idea of 
moral freedom: that each individual is responsi- 
ble for his or her own actions. These concepts of 
human dignity and moral autonomy, which Chris- 
tianity inherited, are at the core of the Western 
tradition. 


THE COVENANT AND THE LAW 


Central to Hebrew religious thought and decisive 
in Hebrew history was the covenant, God’s spe- 
cial agreement with the Hebrew people: if they 
obeyed his commands, they would “be unto Me 
a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation” (Exo- 
dus 19:6). By this act, the Israelites as a nation 
accepted God’s lordship. Justice was the central 
theme of Old Testament ethics. The Israelites, 
liberated from slavery by a righteous and com- 
passionate God, had a moral responsibility to 
overcome injustice and to care for the poor, the 
weak, and the oppressed. 

The Hebrews came to see themselves as a unique 
nation, a “chosen people,” for God had given them 
a special honor, a profound opportunity, and (as 
they could never forget) an awesome responsibility. 
The Hebrews did not claim that God had selected 
them because they were better than other peoples 
or because they had done anything special to de- 
serve God’s election. They believed that God had 
selected them to receive the Law, including the Ten 
Commandments, so that their nation would set 
an example of righteous behavior and ultimately 
make God and his moral commands known to the 
other nations. This divinely assigned responsibil- 
ity to be the moral teachers of humanity weighed 
heavily on the Hebrews. 

Israelite law incorporated many elements from 
Near Eastern legal codes and oral traditions. 
But by making people more important than prop- 
erty, by expressing mercy toward the oppressed, 
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and by rejecting the idea that law should treat the 
poor and the rich differently, Israelite law dem- 
onstrated a greater ethical awareness and a more 
humane spirit than other legal codes of the Near 
East as the following passage illustrates: 


Ye shall not steal; neither shall ye deal falsely, 
nor lie to one another... . Thou shalt not op- 
press thy neighbour nor rob him. ... Ye shall 
do no unrighteousness in judgment; thou shalt 
not respect [be partial to] the person of the 
poor, nor favour the person of the mighty; 
but in righteousness shalt thou judge thy 
neighbor. ... And if a stranger sojourn with 
thee in your land, ye shall not do him wrong. 
The stranger that sojourneth with you shall 
be unto you as the home born among you, 
and thou shalt love him as thyself. (Leviticus 
1911 91311:5;'333:34) 


While biblical law valued human life and was 
concerned with human welfare, it also contained 
provisions that shock us as cruel, for example, 
ordering the slaughter of the enemy in war, the 
stoning to death of one’s family members who 
chose to serve other gods, and the execution of 
homosexuals. Over the centuries, however, there 
arose an oral and interpretive tradition that made 
the written law less rigid and led the Hebrews to 
adapt to changing cultural traditions. 

Like other Near Eastern societies, the Jews 
placed women in a subordinate position. The 
husband was considered his wife’s master, and 
she often addressed him as a servant or subject 
would speak to a superior. A husband could di- 
vorce his wife, but she could not divorce him. 
Only when there was no male heir could a wife 
inherit property from her husband or a daughter 
from her father. Outside the home, women were 
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not regarded as competent witnesses in court 
and played a lesser role than men in organized 
worship. 

On the other hand, the Jews also showed re- 
spect for women. Wise women and prophetesses 
like Judith and Deborah were esteemed by the 
community and consulted by its leaders. Proph- 
ets compared God’s love for the Hebrews with a 
husband’s love for his wife. Jewish law regarded 
the woman as a person, not as property. Even 
female captives taken in war were not to be 
abused or humiliated. The law required a hus- 
band to respect and support his wife and never 
to strike her. One of the Ten Commandments 
called for honoring both father and mother. 


THE HEBREW IDEA OF HISTORY 


Their idea of God made the Hebrews aware of 
the crucial importance of historical time. Holi- 
days commemorating such specific historical 
events as the Exodus from Egypt, the receiving 
of the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai, and 
the destruction of Solomon’s temple kept the 
past alive and vital. Egyptians and Mesopota- 
mians did not have a similar awareness of the 
uniqueness of a given event; to them, today’s 
events were repetitions of events experienced 
by their ancestors. To the Jews, the Exodus and 
the covenant at Mount Sinai were singular, non- 
repetitive occurrences, decisive in shaping their 
national history. This historical uniqueness and 
importance of events derived from the idea of 
a universal God who is profoundly involved 
in human affairs—a God who cares, teaches, 
and punishes. 

The Jews valued the future as well as the past. 
Regarding human history as a process leading 
to a goal, they envisioned a great day when God 
would establish on earth a glorious age of peace, 
prosperity, happiness, and human brotherhood. 
This utopian notion has become deeply embedded 
in Western thought. 

The Hebrews saw history as the work of God; 
it was a divine drama filled with sacred mean- 
ing and moral significance. Historical events 
revealed the clash of human wills with God’s 
commands. Through history’s specific events, 
God’s presence was disclosed and his purpose 
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made known. When the Hebrews suffered con- 
quest and exile, they interpreted these events as 
divine retribution for violating God’s Law and 
as punishment for their stubbornness, sinfulness, 
and rebelliousness. For the Hebrews, history also 
revealed God’s compassion and concern. Thus, 
the Lord liberated Moses and the Israelites at 
the Red Sea and appointed prophets to plead 
for the poor and the oppressed. Because histori- 
cal events revealed God’s attitude toward human 
beings, these events possessed spiritual meaning 
and therefore were worth recording, evaluating, 
and remembering. 


THE PROPHETS 


Jewish history was marked by the emergence 
of spiritually inspired persons called prophets, 
who felt compelled to act as God’s messen- 
gers. The prophets believed that God had com- 
manded them to speak:and had‘ legitimated 
their words. The flowering of the prophetic 
movement—the age of classical, or literary, 
prophecy—began in the eighth century B.c. 
Among the prophets were Amos, a shepherd 
from Judea in the south; his younger contem- 
porary, Hosea, from Israel in the north; Isaiah 
of Jerusalem; and Jeremiah, who witnessed 
the siege of Jerusalem by the Chaldeans in the 
early sixth century B.c. The prophets cared 
nothing for money or possessions, feared no 
one, not even the powerful, and preached 
without invitation. Often emerging in times of 
social distress and moral confusion, they ex- 
horted the entire nation to make God’s moral 
commands central to its existence and taught 
that when people forgot God and made them- 
selves the center of all things, they would bring 
disaster on themselves and their community. 
The prophets saw national misfortune as an 
opportunity for penitence and reform. 

In attacking oppression, cruelty, greed, and 
exploitation, the classical prophets added a new 
dimension to Israel’s religious development. These 
prophets were responding to problems emanating 
from Israel’s changed social structure. A tribal 
society generally lacks class distinctions, but 
this situation had been altered by the rise of He- 
brew kings, the expansion of commerce, and the 
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Primary Source 


Isaiah and Social Justice 


The prophets’ insistence that rituals were not the 
essence of the Law and their passion for righ- 
teousness are voiced in the Scriptures by Isaiah 
of Jerusalem, who lived in the mid-eighth century 
B.C. Scholars agree that Isaiah of Jerusalem did not 
write all sixty-six chapters that make up the book of 
Isaiah. Some material appears to have been writ- 
ten by his disciples and interpreters, and Chapters 
40 to 55, which were composed two centuries later, 
are attributed to a person given the name Second 
Isaiah. The following verses come from Isaiah of 
Jerusalem. 


“What to me is the multitude of your 
sacrifices? 
says the Lorp; 
I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams 
and the fat of the fed beasts; 
I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of 
lambs, or of he-goats . . . 
13Bring no more vain offerings; 
incense is an abomination to me. 
New moon and sabbath and the calling of 
assemblies— 
I cannot endure iniquity and solemn 
assembly. 
14Your new moons and your appointed feasts 
my soul hates; 
they have become a burden to me; 
I am weary of bearing them. 
15When you spread forth your hands, 
I will hide my eyes from you; 
even though you make many prayers, 
I will not listen; 
your hands are full of blood. 


‘6Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 
remove the evil of your doings 
from before my eyes; 
cease to do evil, 
earn to do good; 
seek justice, 
defend the fatherless, 
plead for the widow. 
(Isaiah 1) 


Isaiah denounces the rich and the powerful for ex- 
ploiting the poor. 


13The Lorp has taken his place to contend, he 
stands to judge his people. 

The Lorn enters into judgement with the 
elders and princes of his people: 

“It is you who have devoured the 
vineyard, the spoil of the poor is in 
your houses. 

‘SWhat do you mean by crushing my people, 
by grinding the face of the poor?” 

says the Lord Gop of hosts. 

(Isaiah 3) 


Question for Analysis 


1. Discuss the following statement: for Isaiah, 
ethical conduct was preferable to ritual acts 
as a way to worship God. 


The biblical quotations are from the Revised Standard 
Version of the Bible, copyright © 1946, 1952 and 1971 the 
National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA. 
Used by permission. All rights reserved. 
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growth of cities. By the eighth century, there was 
a significant disparity between the wealthy 
and the poor. Small farmers in debt to mon- 
eylenders faced the loss of their land or even 
bondage; the poor were often dispossessed by 
the greedy wealthy. To the prophets, these social 
evils were religious sins that would bring ruin 
to Israel. In the name of God, they denounced 
the greed and pomp of the heartless rich and the 
hypocrisy of pious Jews who worshiped in the 
prescribed manner but neglected their social 
obligations to their neighbor. The purpose of 
worship and ritual was to instill in human be- 
ings a passion for justice. God is compassionate, 
the prophets insisted. He cares for all, especially 
the poor, the unfortunate, the suffering, and the 
defenseless. 

Prophets also denounced people whose princi- 
pal concern was the accumulation of possessions 
and wealth. These objects are only transient, said 
Isaiah, “but the word of God will stand forever” 
(Isaiah 40:8). 

Prophets stressed the direct spiritual-ethical 
encounter between the individual and God. The 
inner person concerned them more than the outer 
forms of religious activity. Holding that the es- 
sence of the covenant was righteousness, the 
prophets criticized priests whose commitment to 
rites and rituals was not supported by a deeper 
spiritual insight or a zeal for morality in daily 
life. To the prophets, an ethical sin was far worse 
than a ritual omission. To live unjustly, to mistreat 
one’s neighbors, to act without compassion— 
these actions violated God’s Law and endangered 
the entire social order. 

The prophets thus helped shape a social con- 
science that has become part of the Western tra- 
dition. They held out the hope that life on earth 
could be improved, that poverty and injustice 
need not be accepted as part of an unalterable 
natural order, and that the individual was capable 
of elevating himself or herself morally and could 
respect the dignity of others. 

Two tendencies were present in Hebrew 
thought: parochialism and universalism. 
Parochial-mindedness stressed the special nature, 
destiny, and needs of the chosen people, a nation 
set apart from others. This narrow, tribal outlook 
was offset by universalism: a concern for all hu- 
manity, which found expression in those prophets 
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who envisioned the unity of all people under God. 
All people were equally precious to God. 

The prophets were not pacifists, particularly 
if a war was being waged against the enemies of 
Yahweh. But some prophets denounced war as 
obscene and looked forward to its elimination. 
They maintained that when people glorify force, 
they dehumanize their opponents, brutalize them- 
selves, and dishonor God. When violence rules, 
there can be no love of God and no regard for the 
individual. 

The prophets’ universalism was accompa- 
nied by an equally profound awareness of the 
individual and his or her intrinsic worth. Before 
the prophets, virtually all religious tradition had 
been produced communally and anonymously. 
The prophets, however, spoke as fearless indi- 
viduals who, by affixing their signatures to their 
thoughts, fully bore the responsibility for their re- 
ligious inspiration and conviction. 

In coming to regard God’s Law as a command 
to conscience, an appeal to the inner person, the 
prophets heightened the awareness of the human 
personality. They indicated that the individual 
could not know God by merely following edicts 
and performing rituals; the individual must ex- 
perience God. Precisely this I-Thou relationship 
could make the individual fully conscious of self 
and could deepen and enrich his or her own per- 
sonality. During the Exodus, the Hebrews were a 
tribal people who obeyed the Law largely out of 
awe and group compulsion. By the prophets’ time, 
the Jews appeared to be autonomous individuals 
who heeded the Law because of a deliberate, con- 
scious inner commitment. 

The ideals proclaimed by the prophets helped 
sustain the Jews throughout their long and often 
painful historical odyssey, and they remain a vital 
force for Jews today. Incorporated into the teach- 
ings of Jesus, these ideals, as part of Christianity, 
are embedded in the Western tradition. 


THE LEGACY OF THE 
ANCIENT JEWS 
For the Jews, monotheism had initiated a process 


of self-discovery and self-realization unmatched 
by other peoples of the Near East. The great value 


that westerners place on the individual and on 
human dignity derives in part from the ancient 
Hebrews, who held that man and woman were 
created in God’s image and possessed free will 
and a conscience answerable to God. Inherited 
by Christianity, the prophets’ teachings constitute 
the core principles of Western morality, and their 
command to the power structure not to abuse its 
authority but to pursue justice continues to in- 
spire reformers. 

Throughout the centuries the Jewish Bible, 
with its view of God, human nature, divine pun- 
ishment, the pursuit of righteousness, and social 
justice, has played a pivotal and profound role in 
Jewish life. Moreover, its significance has tran- 
scended the Jewish experience; it is also a cor- 
nerstone of Western civilization. Christianity, the 
essential religion of Western civilization, emerged 
from ancient Judaism, and the links between the 
two, including monotheism, moral autonomy, 
prophetic values, and the Hebrew Scriptures 
as the Word of God, are numerous and strong. 
The historical Jesus cannot be understood with- 
out examining his Jewish background, and his 
followers appealed to the Hebrew Scriptures in 
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1. John A. Wilson, “Egypt—the Kingdom of the 
‘Two Lands,” in At the Dawn of Civiliza- 
tion, ed. E. A. Speiser (New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 1964), pp. 267-268. 
Vol. | in The World History of the Jewish 
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2. The Scriptural quotations in this chapter come 
from Tanakh: The New JPS Translation Ac- 
cording to the Traditional Hebrew Text (Phila- 
delphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1985). 
Copyright © 1985 by the Jewish Publication So- 
ciety. Used by permission. 
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order to demonstrate the validity of their beliefs. 
For these reasons, we talk of a Judeo-Christian 
tradition as an essential component of Western 
civilization. 

The Hebrew vision of a future messianic age, 
a golden age of peace and social justice, is at 
the root of the Western idea of progress—that 
people can build a more just society, that there 
is a reason to be hopeful about the future. This 
way of perceiving the world has greatly influ- 
enced modern reform movements. People longing 
to escape from oppression—African Americans 
in particular—have found inspiration in the 
Hebrews’ deliverance from bondage in Egypt, the 
theme of Exodus. 

In seeking to comprehend their relationship 
to God, the writers of the Hebrew Scriptures 
produced a treasury of themes, stories, and 
models of literary style and craftsmanship that 
have been a source of inspiration for Western re- 
ligious thinkers, novelists, poets, and artists to 
the present day. Historians and archaeologists 
find the Hebrew Scriptures a valuable source 
in their efforts to reconstruct Near Eastern 
history. 
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The Greeks: 
From Myth to Reason 





Early Aegean Civilizations 

Evolution of the City-States 

The Decline of the City-States 

Philosophy in the Hellenic Age 

Art 

Poetry and Drama 

History 

The Hellenistic Age: The Second Stage of Greek Civilization 
Hellenistic Thought and Culture 


The Greek Achievement: Reason, Freedom, Humanism 


Focus Questions 


1. What were the basic features and limitations of Greek democracy? 

2. How did Greek political life demonstrate both the best and the worst features of 
freedom as well as both the capabilities and limitations of reason? 

3. Why is the Greek political experience crucial to the shaping of the Western 
tradition? 

4. How did the Pre-Socratic thinkers make the transition from myth to reason? 

5. How did the Sophists and Socrates advance the tradition of reason and 
humanism? 

6. What do Plato and Aristotle have in common? How do they differ? 

7. How did Greek drama, art, and historiography contribute to the tradition of 
reason and humanism? 

8. What are the basic differences between the Hellenic and Hellenistic Ages? 





9. What prescription did each of the Hellenistic philosophies offer for achieving 
happiness? 


10. What is the enduring significance of Stoicism for the modern world? 


sik Hebrew conception of ethical monotheism, with its stress 
on human dignity, is one principal source of the Western tradi- 
tion. The second major source is ancient Greece. Both Hebrews 
and Greeks absorbed the achievements of Near Eastern civiliza- 
tions, but they also developed their own distinctive viewpoints 
and styles of thought, which set them apart from the Mesopo- 
tamians and Egyptians. The great achievements of the Hebrews 
lay in the sphere of religious-ethical thought; those of the Greeks 


lay in the development of philosophical and scientific thought. 


The Greeks conceived of nature as following general rules, not 
acting according to the whims of gods or demons. They saw hu- 
man beings as having a capacity for rational thought, a need for 
freedom, and a worth as individuals. Although the Greeks never 
dispensed with the gods, they increasingly stressed the importance 
of human reason and human decisions; they came to assert that rea- 
son is the avenue to knowledge and that people—not the gods—are 
responsible for their own behavior. In this shift of attention from 
the gods to human beings, the Greeks broke with the mythmak- 
ing Orientation of the Near East and created the rational, human- 


ist outlook that is a distinctive feature of Western civilization. + 
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1700-1450 B.c.* 
1400-1230 
1100-800 

c. 700 

750-550 


Dark Age 
Homer 


Age of Colonization 


Height of Minoan civilization 


Height of Mycenaean civilization 


594 Solon is given power to institute reforms 


507 Cleisthenes broadens democratic institutions 


480 Xerxes of Persia invades Greece; Greek naval victory at Salamis 


479 Spartans defeat Persians at Plataea, ending Persian Wars 


431 Start of Peloponnesian War 


404 Athens surrenders to Sparta, ending Peloponnesian War 


387 Plato founds a school, the Academy 


359 Philip II becomes king of Macedonia 


338 Battle of Chaeronea: Greek city-states fall under dominion of Macedonia 


335 Aristotle founds a school, the Lyceum 


323 B.C. 
*Most dates are approximations. 


EARLY AEGEAN CIVILIZATIONS 


Until the latter part of the nineteenth century, his- 
torians placed the beginning of Greek (or Hellenic) 
history in the eighth century B.c. Now it is known 
that two civilizations preceded Hellenic Greece: 
the Minoan and the Mycenaean. Although the an- 
cient Greek poet Homer spoke of an earlier Greek 
civilization in his works, historians had believed 
that Homer’s epics dealt solely with myths and 
legends, not with a historical past. In 1871, how- 
ever, a successful German businessman, Heinrich 
Schliemann, began a search for earliest Greece. 
In excavating several sites mentioned by Homer, 
Schliemann discovered tombs, pottery, ornaments, 
and the remains of palaces of what hitherto had 
been a lost Greek civilization. The ancient civiliza- 
tion was named after Mycenae, the most impor- 
tant city of the time. 

In 1900, Arthur Evans, a British archaeologist, 
excavating on the island of Crete, southeast of 
the Greek mainland, unearthed a civilization even 
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older than that of the Mycenaean Greeks. The 
Cretans, or Minoans, were not Greeks and did 
not speak a Greek language, but their influence 
on mainland Greece was considerable and endur- 
ing. Minoan civilization lasted about 1,350 years 
(2600-1250 B.c.) and reached its height during 
the period from 1700 to 1450 B.c. 

The centers of Minoan civilization were mag- 
nificent palace complexes, whose construction at- 
tested to the wealth and power of Minoan kings. 
The palaces housed royal families, priests, and 
government officials and contained workshops 
that produced decorated silver vessels, daggers, 
and pottery for local use and for export. 

Judging by the archaeological evidence, the 
Minoans were peaceful. Minoan art generally did 
not depict military scenes, and Minoan palaces, 
unlike the Mycenaean ones, had no defensive 
walls or fortifications. Thus, the Minoans were 
vulnerable to the warlike Mycenaean Greeks, 
whose invasion contributed to the decline of 
Minoan civilization. 
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Who were these Mycenaeans? Around 2000 
B.c., Greek-speaking tribes moved southward 
into the Greek peninsula, where, together with the 
pre-Greek population, they fashioned the Myce- 
naean civilization. In the Peloponnesus, in south- 
ern Greece, the Mycenaeans built palaces that 
were based in part on Cretan models. In these pal- 
aces, Mycenaean kings conducted affairs of state, 
and priests and priestesses performed religious 
ceremonies. Potters, smiths, tailors, and chariot 
builders practiced their crafts in the numerous 
workshops, much like their Minoan counterparts. 
Mycenaean arts and crafts owed a considerable 
debt to Crete. A script that permitted record keep- 
ing probably also came from Crete. 

Mycenaean civilization, which consisted of sev- 
eral small states, each with its own ruling dynasty, 
reached its height in the period from 1400 to 1230 
B.C. Following that, constant warfare among the 
Mycenaean kingdoms (and perhaps foreign inva- 
sions) led to the destruction of the palaces and the 
abrupt disintegration of Mycenaean civilization 
about 1100 B.c. But to the later Greek civilization, 
the Mycenaeans left a legacy of religious forms, 
pottery making, metallurgy, agriculture, language, 
a warrior culture and code of honor immortalized 
in the Homeric epics, and myths and legends that 
offered themes for Greek drama. 


EVOLUTION OF THE CITY-STATES 


From 1100 to 800 B.c., the Greek world passed 
through the Dark Age, an era of transition be- 
tween a dead Mycenaean civilization and a still- 
unborn Hellenic civilization. The Dark Age saw 
the migration of Greek tribes from the barren 
mountainous regions of Greece to more fertile 
plains and from the mainland to Aegean islands 
and the coast of Asia Minor. During this period, 
the Greeks experienced insecurity, warfare, pov- 
erty, and isolation. 

After 800 B.c., however, town life revived. 
Writing again became part of the Greek culture, 
this time with the more efficient Phoenician 
script. (Other borrowings from the Near East in- 
cluded artistic imagery and motifs, religious prac- 
tices, craft skills, and mythological tales that were 
adapted and transformed by Greek poets.) The 
population increased dramatically, there was a 


spectacular rise in the use of metals, and overseas 
trade expanded. Gradually, Greek cities founded 
settlements on the islands of the Aegean, along the 
coast of Asia Minor and the Black Sea, and to the 
west in Sicily and southern Italy. These colonies, 
established to relieve overpopulation and land 
hunger, were independent, self-governing city- 
states, not possessions of the homeland city-states. 
During these two hundred years of colonization 
(750-550 B.c.), trade and industry expanded and 
the pace of urbanization quickened. 


Homer: Shaper of the Greek Spirit 


The poet Homer lived during the eighth century 
B.C., just after the Dark Age. His great epics, the 
Iliad and the Odyssey, helped shape the Greek 
spirit and Greek religion. Homer was the earliest 
molder of the Greek outlook and character. For 
centuries, Greek youngsters grew up reciting the 
Homeric epics and admiring the Homeric heroes, 
who strove for honor and faced suffering and 
death with courage. 

Homer was a poetic genius who could reveal 
a human being’s deepest thoughts, feelings, and 
conflicts in a few brilliant lines. His characters, 
complex in their motives and expressing power- 
ful human emotions—wrath, vengeance, guilt, re- 
morse, compassion, and love—would intrigue and 
inspire Western writers to the present day. 

The Iliad deals in poetic form with a small seg- 
ment of the last year of the Trojan War, which had 
taken place centuries before Homer’s time, dur- 
ing the Mycenaean period. Homer’s theme is the 
wrath of Achilles. In depriving “the swift and ex- 
cellent” Achilles of his rightful war prize (the cap- 
tive young woman Briseis), King Agamemnon has 
insulted Achilles’ honor and has violated the sol- 
emn rule that warrior heroes treat each other with 
respect. His pride wounded, Achilles refuses to re- 
join Agamemnon in battle against Troy. Achilles 
plans to affirm his honor by demonstrating that 
the Greeks need his valor and military prowess. 
Not until many brave men have been slain, in- 
cluding his dearest friend Patroclus, does Achilles 
set aside his quarrel with Agamemnon and enter 
the battle. 

Homer employs a particular event, the quarrel 
between an arrogant Agamemnon and a revengeful 


Achilles, to demonstrate a universal principle: 
that “wicked arrogance” and “ruinous wrath” 
will cause much suffering and death. Homer 
grasps that there is an internal logic to existence. 
For Homer, says British classicist H. D. FE. Kitto, 
“actions must have their consequences; ill-judged 
actions must have uncomfortable results.”! Peo- 
ple, and even the gods, operate within a certain 
unalterable framework; their deeds are subject 
to the demands of fate, or necessity. With a po- 
et’s insight, Homer sensed what would become a 
fundamental attitude of the Greek mind: there is 
a universal order to things. Later Greeks would 
formulate Homer’s poetic insight in scientific and 
philosophical terms. 

Heroism, the pursuit of glory and fame, and 
war’s exhilaration are central to the Iliad, but 
Homer is also sensitive to the suffering caused by 
war. Battlefields littered with dead and maimed 
warriors fill soldiers with tears. And the grief of 
widows, orphans, and parents is unremitting. 

Homer grasped war’s tragic character: it con- 
fers honor and dignity on the victorious, but 
suffering, grief, enslavement, and death on the 
defeated. And one day, the hero, who had been 
lauded for his courage and prowess and had 
brought glory to his family and city, will also per- 
ish by the sword. This is his destiny. Homer’s in- 
sights into life’s tragic nature instructed the great 
Greek dramatists and future Western writers. 

In Homer, we also see the origin of the Greek 
ideal of areté, excellence. The Homeric warrior 
expresses a passionate desire to assert himself, 
to demonstrate his worth, and to gain the glory 
that poets would immortalize in their songs. In 
the warrior-aristocrat world of Homer, excel- 
lence was principally interpreted as bravery and 
skill in battle. Homer’s portrayal also bears the 
embryo of a larger conception of human excel- 
lence, one that combines thought with action. 
A man of true worth, says the wise Phoenix to 
the stubborn Achilles, is both “a speaker of words 
and a doer of deeds.” In this passage, we find the 
earliest statement of the Greek educational ideal: 
the molding of a man who, says classicist Werner 
Jaeger, “united nobility of action with nobility of 
mind,” who realized “the whole of human poten- 
tialities.”2 Thus, in Homer we find the beginnings 
of Greek humanism—a concern with man and his 
achievements. 


Evolution of the City-States # 39 


Essentially, Homer’s works are an expression 
of the poetic imagination and mythical thought. 
However, his view of the eternal order of the 
world and his conception of the individual striv- 
ing for excellence form the foundations of the 
Greek outlook. 

Although Homer did not intend his poetry to 
have any theological significance, his treatment 
of the gods had important religious implications 
for the Greeks. In time, his epics formed the ba- 
sis of the Olympian religion accepted throughout 
Greece. The principal gods were said to reside on 
Mount Olympus, and on its highest peak was the 
palace of Zeus, the chief deity. Religion pervaded 
daily life, but in time, traditional religion was 
challenged and undermined by a growing secular 
and rational spirit. 


The Break with Theocratic Politics 


From 750 B.c. to the death of Alexander the 
Great in 323 B.c., Greek society comprised many 
independent city-states. The city-state based on 
tribal allegiances was generally the first political 
association during the early stages of civiliza- 
tion. Moreover, Greece’s many mountains, bays, 
and islands—natural barriers to political unity— 
favored this type of political arrangement. 

The scale of the city-state, or polis, was small; 
most city-states had fewer than 5,000 male citi- 
zens. Athens, which was a large city-state, had 
some 35,000 to 40,000 adult male citizens at its 
height in the fifth century B.c.; the rest of its pop- 
ulation of 350,000 consisted of women, children, 
resident aliens, and slaves, none of whom could 
participate in lawmaking. The polis gave individ- 
uals a sense of belonging, for its citizens were inti- 
mately involved in the political and cultural life of 
the community. 

In the fifth century B.c., at its maturity, the 
Greeks viewed their polis as the only avenue to 
the good life—“the only framework within which 
man could realize his spiritual, moral, and intel- 
lectual capacities,” in Kitto’s words.* The mature 
polis was a self-governing community that ex- 
pressed the will of free citizens, not the desires 
of gods, hereditary kings, or priests. In the Near 
East, religion dominated political activity, and to 
abide by the mandates of the gods was the ruler’s 
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first responsibility. The Greek polis also had be- 
gun as a religious institution, in which the citizens 
sought to maintain an alliance with their deities. 
Gradually, however, the citizens deemphasized 
the gods’ role in political life and based govern- 
ment not on the magic powers of divine rulers but 
on human intelligence as expressed through the 
community. The great innovation that the Greeks 
introduced into politics and social theory was the 
principle that law did not derive from gods or di- 
vine kings but from the human community. Seers, 
purported to have supernatural skills, might offer 
advice but could not override the rulings of the 
Assembly. 

The emergence of rational attitudes did not, of 
course, spell the end of religion, particularly for 
the peasants, who retained their devotion to their 
ancient cults, gods, and shrines. Paying homage 
to the god of the city remained a required act of 
patriotism to which Greeks unfailingly adhered. 
Thus, the religious-mythical tradition never died 
in Greece but existed side by side with a grow- 
ing rationalism, becoming weaker as time passed. 
When Athenian democracy reached its height in 
the middle of the fifth century B.c., religion was 
no longer the dominant factor in politics. Athe- 
nians had consciously come to rely on human 
reason, not divine guidance, in their political and 
intellectual life. 

What made Greek political life different from 
that of earlier Near Eastern civilizations, and also 
gave it enduring significance, was the Greeks’ 
gradual realization that community problems are 
caused by human beings and require human solu- 
tions. The Greeks also valued free citizenship. An 
absolute king, a despot who ruled arbitrarily and 
by decree and who was above the law, was abhor- 
rent to them. 

The ideals of political freedom are best exem- 
plified by Athens. But before turning to Athens, 
let us examine another Greek city, which followed 
a different political course. 


Sparta: A Garrison State 


Situated on the Peloponnesian peninsula, Sparta 
conquered its neighbors, including Messenia, 
in the eighth century B.c. Instead of selling the 
Messenians abroad, the traditional Greek way of 


treating a defeated foe, the Spartans kept them as 
state serfs, or helots. Helots were owned by the 
state rather than by individual Spartans. Enraged 
by their enforced servitude, the Messenians, also 
a Greek people, desperately tried to regain their 
freedom. After a bloody uprising was suppressed, 
the fear of a helot revolt became indelibly stamped 
on Spartan consciousness: 

To maintain their dominion over the Mes- 
senians, who outnumbered them ten to one, the 
Spartans—with extraordinary single-mindedness, 
discipline, and loyalty—transformed their own 
society into an armed camp. Agricultural labor 
was performed by helots; trade and crafts were 
left to the perioikoi, conquered Greeks who were 
free but who had no political rights. The Spartans 
learned only one craft—soldiering—and were in- 
culcated with only one conception of excellence: 
fighting bravely for their city, and if needed, dying 
for it. 

The Spartans were trained in the arts of war 
and indoctrinated to serve the state. Military 
training for Spartan boys began at age seven; they 
exercised, drilled, competed, and endured physical 
hardships. Other Greeks admired the Spartans for 
their courage, obedience to law, and achievement 
in molding themselves according to an ideal. Spar- 
tan soldiers were better trained and disciplined 
and were more physically fit than other Greeks. 
But the Spartans were also criticized for having a 
limited conception of areté. 


Athens: The Rise of Democracy 


The contrast between the city-states of Athens 
and Sparta is striking. Whereas Sparta was a 
land power and exclusively agricultural, Ath- 
ens, which was located on the peninsula of At- 
tica near the coast, possessed a great navy and 
was the commercial leader among the Greeks. 
The Athenians also were determined to protect 
their city from enemies, but, unlike the regi- 
mented Spartans, they valued political freedom 
and sought the full development and enrichment 
of the human personality. Thus, while authori- 
tarian and militaristic Sparta turned culturally 
sterile, the relatively free and open society of 
Athens became the cultural leader of Hellenic 
civilization. 
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WRESTLERS: RELIEF FROM A STATUE BASE, ATHENIAN, LATE SIXTH CENTURY 
B.c. Physical fitness and athletics were highly prized by the Greeks. Poets sang 
the praise of Olympic champions, and sculptors captured the beauty of athletic 
physiques for an admiring public. 


Greek city-states generally moved through 
four stages: rule by a king (monarchy), rule by 
landowning aristocrats (oligarchy), rule by one 
man who seized power (tyranny), and rule by 
the people (democracy). During the first stage, 
monarchy, the king, who derived his power from 
the gods, commanded the army and judged civil 
cases. 

Oligarchy, the second stage, was instituted in 
Athens during the eighth century B.c. when aris- 
tocrats (aristocracy is a Greek word meaning 
“rule of the best”) usurped power from hereditary 
kings. In the next century, aristocratic regimes ex- 
perienced a social crisis. Peasants who borrowed 
from the aristocracy, pledging their lands as secu- 
rity, lost their property and even became enslaved 
for nonpayment of their debts. Merchants and 
peasants also protested that the law, which was 
based on oral tradition and administered exclu- 
sively by aristocrats, was unjust. In Athens, the 
embittered and restless middle and lower classes 
were granted one concession. In 621 B.c., the aris- 
tocrats appointed Draco to draw up a code of law. 
Although Draco’s code let the poor know what 
the law was and reduced the possibility that aris- 
tocratic judges would behave arbitrarily, penal- 
ties were extremely severe, and the code provided 
no relief for the peasants’ economic woes. As the 


poor began to organize and press for the cancella- 
tion of their debts and the redistribution of land, 
Athens was moving toward civil war. 


Solon, the Reformer. In 594 B.c., Solon 
(c. 640-559 B.c.), a traveler and poet with a repu- 
tation for wisdom, was elected chief executive. He 
maintained that the wealthy landowners, through 
their greed, had disrupted community life and 
brought Athens to the brink of civil war. Solon 
initiated a rational approach to the problems of 
society by deemphasizing the gods’ role in human 
affairs and attributing the city’s ills to the specific 
behavior of individuals; he sought practical rem- 
edies for these ills; and he held that written law 
should be in harmony with Diké the principle of 
justice that underlies the human community. The 
concept of a just city, a unifying principle of So- 
lon’s reforms, became a formative ideal of Greek 
political thought. At the same time, he wanted to 
instill in Athenians of all classes a sense of work- 
ing for the common good of the city. 

Solon aimed at restoring a sick Athenian so- 
ciety to health by restraining the nobles and im- 
proving the lot of the poor. To achieve this goal, he 
canceled debts, freed Athenians enslaved for debt, 
and brought back to Athens those who had been 
sold abroad; however, he refused to confiscate 
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Minor, where Greek philosophy was born. 


and redistribute the nobles’ land as the extremists 
demanded. He permitted all classes of free men, 
even the poorest, to sit in the Assembly, which 
elected magistrates and accepted or rejected leg- 
islation proposed by a new Council of Four Hun- 
dred. He also opened the highest offices in the 
state to wealthy commoners, who had previously 
been excluded from these positions because they 
lacked noble birth. Thus, Solon undermined the 
traditional rights of the hereditary aristocracy and 
initiated the transformation of Athens from an 
aristocratic oligarchy into a democracy. 

Solon also instituted ingenious economic re- 
forms. Recognizing that the poor soil of Attica 
was not conducive to growing grain, he urged the 
cultivation of grapes for wine and the growing of 
olives, whose oil could be exported. To encourage 


industrial expansion, he ordered that all fathers 
teach their sons a trade and granted citizenship 
to foreign craftsmen who were willing to migrate 
to Athens. These measures and the fine quality 
of the native reddish-brown clay allowed Athens 
to become the leading producer and exporter of 
pottery. Solon’s economic policies transformed 
Athens into a great commercial center. However, 
Solon’s reforms did not eliminate factional dis- 
putes among the aristocratic clans or relieve much 
of the discontent of the poor. 


Pisistratus, the Tyrant. In 546 B.c., Pisistratus 
(c. 605-527 B.c.), an aristocrat, took advantage 
of the general instability to become a one-man 
ruler, driving into exile those who had opposed 
him. Tyranny thus replaced oligarchy. Tyranny 





Greek Warriors. The Greek warriors in this vase 
painting have weapons and armor very much like 
those used by the Greeks in the Persian Wars. 


occurred frequently in the Greek city-states. Al- 
most always aristocrats themselves, tyrants gen- 
erally posed as champions of the poor in their 
struggle against the aristocracy. Pisistratus sought 
popular support by having conduits constructed 
to increase the Athenian water supply; like tyrants 
in other city-states, he gave to peasants land con- 
fiscated from exiled aristocrats and granted state 
loans to small farmers. 

Pisistratus’ great achievement was the promo- 
tion of cultural life. He initiated grand architec- 
tural projects, encouraged sculptors and painters, 
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arranged for public recitals of the Homeric epics, 
and founded festivals, which included dramatic 
performances. In all these ways, he made culture, 
formerly the province of the aristocracy, available 
to commoners. Pisistratus thus launched a policy 
that eventually led Athens to emerge as the cul- 
tural capital of the Greeks. 


Cleisthenes, the Democrat. Shortly after 
Pisistratus’ death, a faction headed by Cleisthenes, 
an aristocrat sympathetic to democracy, assumed 
leadership. By an ingenious method of redistrict- 
ing the city, Cleisthenes ended the aristocratic 
clans’ traditional jockeying for the chief state po- 
sitions, which had caused much divisiveness and 
bitterness in Athens. Cleisthenes replaced this 
practice, rooted in tradition and authority, with 
a new system, rationally planned to ensure that 
historic allegiance to tribe or clan would be super- 
seded by loyalty to the city as a whole. 

Cleisthenes hoped to make democracy the 
permanent form of government for Athens. The 
power to govern Athens, he believed, should rest 
with the male citizens acting as a body and not 
with aristocratic factions or a tyrant. To safeguard 
the city against tyranny, he utilized (or perhaps in- 
troduced) the practice of ostracism. Once a year, 
Athenians were given the opportunity to inscribe 
on a fragment of pottery (ostracon) the name of 
anyone who they felt endangered the state. An 
individual against whom enough votes were cast 
was ostracized, that is, forced to leave Athens for 
ten years. 

Cleisthenes firmly secured democratic govern- 
ment in Athens. The Assembly, which Solon had 
opened to all male citizens, was in the process of 
becoming the supreme authority in the state. But 
the period of Athenian greatness lay in the future; 
the Athenians first had to fight a war of survival 
against the Persian Empire. 


The Persian Wars 


In 499 B.c., the Ionian Greeks of Asia Minor re- 
belled against their Persian overlord. Sympathetic 
to the Ionian cause, Athens sent twenty ships to 
aid the revolt. Bent on revenge, Darius I, king of 
Persia, sent a small detachment to Attica. In 490 
B.C., on the plains of Marathon, the citizen army 
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of Athens defeated the Persians—for the Athe- 
nians, one of the finest moments in their history. 
Ten years later, Xerxes, Darius’ son, organized 
a huge invasion force—some 250,000 men and 
more than 500 ships—with the aim of reducing 
Greece to a Persian province. Setting aside their 
separatist instincts, many of the city-states united 
to defend their independence and their liberty. 
The historian Herodotus viewed the conflict as an 
ideological clash between Greek freedom and ori- 
ental despotism. 

The Persians crossed the waters of the Helles- 
pont (Dardanelles) and made their way into north- 
ern Greece. Herodotus describes their encounter 
at the mountain pass of Thermopylae with three 
hundred Spartans, who, true to their training 
and ideal of areté, “resisted to the last with their 
swords if they had them, and if not, with their 
hands and teeth, until the Persians, coming on 
from the front over the ruins of the wall and clos- 
ing in from behind, finally overwhelmed them.”4 
Northern Greece fell to the Persians, who contin- 
ued south, burning a deserted Athens. 

When it appeared that the Greeks’ spirit had 
been broken, the Athenian statesman and gen- 
eral Themistocles (c. 527-460 B.c.), demonstrat- 
ing in military affairs the same rationality that 
Cleisthenes had shown in political life, lured the 
Persian fleet into the narrowest entry to the Bay 
of Salamis. Unable to deploy its more numerous 
ships in this cramped space, the Persian armada 
was destroyed by Greek ships. In 479 B.c., a year 
after the Athenian naval victory at Salamis, the 
Spartans defeated the Persians in the land battle 
of Plataea. The inventive intelligence with which 
the Greeks had planned their military operations 
and a fierce desire to preserve their freedom— 
which, the war made them realize, was their dis- 
tinguishing attribute—had enabled them to defeat 
the greatest military power the Mediterranean 
world had yet seen. 

The Persian Wars were decisive in the history 
of the West. The confidence and pride that came 
with its astonishing victory propelled Athens 
into a golden age whose achievements were piv- 
otal in the shaping of European culture. But the 
conflict also roused the Athenian urge for domi- 
nance in Greece. The Persian Wars ushered in an 
era of Athenian imperialism, which had drastic 
consequences for the future. Immediately after 
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the wars, more than 150 city-states organized a 
confederation, the Delian League (named after its 
treasury on the island of Delos), to protect them- 
selves against a renewed confrontation with Per- 
sia. Because of its wealth, its powerful fleet, and 
the restless energy of its citizens, Athens assumed 
leadership of the Delian League. Athenians con- 
sciously and rapaciously. manipulated the league 
for their own economic advantage, seeing no con- 
tradiction between imperialism and democracy. 
Athens forbade member states to withdraw, sta- 
tioned garrisons on the territory of confederate 
states, and used the league’s treasury to finance 
public works in Athens. Although member states 
did receive protection from both pirates and 
Persians, were not overtaxed, and enjoyed in- 
creased trade, they resented Athenian domina- 
tion. In converting the Delian League into an 
instrument of Athenian imperialism, Athens may 
have lost an opportunity to perform a great cre- 
ative act—the creation of a broad, voluntary 
confederation which might have forestalled the 
intercity warfare that gravely weakened Hellenic 
civilization. 


The Mature Athenian Democracy 


Athenian imperialism was one consequence of 
the Persian Wars; another was the flowering of 
Athenian democracy and culture. The Athenian 
state was a direct democracy, in which the citizens 
themselves, not elected representatives, made the 
laws. In the Assembly, that was open to all adult 
male citizens and which met some forty times a 
year, Athenians debated and voted on key issues 
of state: they declared war, signed treaties, and 
spent public funds. The lowliest cobbler, as well 
as the wealthiest aristocrat, had the opportunity 
to express his opinion in the Assembly, to vote, 
to speak before and submit motions to the As- 
sembly, to hold the highest public positions, and 
to receive equal treatment before the law. By the 
middle of the fifth century, the will of the people, 
as expressed in the Assembly, was supreme. 

The Council of Five Hundred (which had 
been established by Cleisthenes to replace Solon’s 
Council of Four Hundred) managed the ports, 
military installations, and other state proper- 
ties and prepared the agenda for the Assembly. 


Because its members were chosen annually by lot 
and could not serve more than twice in a lifetime, 
the Council could never supersede the Assembly. 
Chosen at random, its membership could not 
become a cabal of the most powerful and ambi- 
tious citizens. Some 350 magistrates, also chosen 
by lot, performed administrative tasks: collecting 
fines, policing the city, repairing streets, inspecting 
markets, and so forth. In view of the special com- 
petence that their posts required, the ten generals 
who led the army were not chosen by lot but were 
elected by the Assembly. 

Athens has been aptly described as a govern- 
ment of amateurs: there were no professional civil 
servants, no professional soldiers and sailors, no 
state judges, and no elected lawmakers. Ordinary 
citizens performed the duties of government. Such 
a system rested on the assumption that the average 
citizen was capable of participating intelligently in 
the affairs of state and that he would, in a spirit 
of civic patriotism, carry out his responsibilities 
to his city. In Athens of the fifth century B.c., ex- 
cellence was equated with good citizenship—a 
concern for the good of the community that out- 
weighs personal aspirations. Indeed, to a surpris- 
ingly large number of Athenians, politics was an 
overriding concern, and they devoted consider- 
able time and thought to civic affairs. Those who 
allowed private matters to take precedence over 
the needs of the community were denounced as 
useless people living purposeless lives. 

Athenian democracy achieved its height in 
the middle of the fifth century B.c. under the 
leadership of Pericles (c. 495-429 B.c.), a gifted 
statesman, orator, and military commander. In 
the opening stage of the monumental clash with 
Sparta, the Peloponnesian War (431-404 B.c.), 
Pericles delivered an oration in honor of the Athe- 
nian war casualties. The oration, as reported by 
Thucydides, the great Athenian historian of the 
fifth century B.C., contains a glowing description 
of the Athenian democratic ideal: 


We are called a democracy, for the administra- 
tion is in the hands of the many and not of the 
few. But while the law secures equal justice 

to all alike in their private disputes, the claim 
of excellence is also recognized; and when a 
citizen is any way distinguished, he is [selected 
for] public service ... as the reward of merit. 
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Neither is poverty a bar, but a man may ben- 
efit his country whatever may be the obscurity 
of his condition. .. . There is no exclusiveness 
in our public life, and in our private inter- 
course we are not suspicious of one another, 
nor angry with our neighbor if he does what 
he likes; we do not put on sour looks at him 
which though harmless are unpleasant... . [A] 
spirit of reverence pervades our public acts; 
we are prevented from doing wrong by respect 
for authority and for the laws... 


Athenian democracy undoubtedly had its limi- 
tations and weaknesses. Modern critics point out 
that resident aliens were almost totally barred from 
citizenship and therefore from political participa- 
tion. Slaves, who constituted about one-fourth of 
the Athenian population, enjoyed none of the free- 
doms that Athenians considered so precious. The 
Greeks regarded slavery as a necessary precondi- 
tion for civilized life; for some to be free and pros- 
perous, they believed, others had to be enslaved. 
Slaves were generally prisoners of war or captives 
of pirates. In Athens, some slaves were Greeks, but 
most were foreigners. Slaves usually did the same 
work as Athenian citizens: farming, commerce, 
manufacturing, and domestic chores. However, 
those slaves, including preadolescent children, who 
toiled in the mines suffered a grim fate. 

Athenian women were another group denied 
legal or political rights. Most Greeks, no doubt, 
agreed with Aristotle, who said: “The male is by 
nature superior, and the female inferior, and... 
the one rules and the other is ruled.”® A girl usu- 
ally was married at fourteen to a man twice her 
age, and the marriage was arranged by a male rela- 
tive. The wedding day might be the first time that 
the young bride saw her future husband. Although 
either spouse could obtain a divorce, the children 
remained with the father after the marriage was dis- 
solved. Wives did not dine with their husbands and 
spent much of their time in the women’s quarters. 

Athenian women were barred from holding 
public office and generally could not appear in 
court without a male representative. They could 
not act in plays, and when they attended the 
theater they sat in the rear, away from the men. 
Greek women received no formal education, al- 
though some young women learned to read and 
write at home. Training in household skills was 
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considered the only education a woman needed. 
Since it was believed that a woman could not 
act independently, she was required to have a 
guardian—normally her father or her husband— 
who controlled her property and supervised her 
behavior. Convinced that financial dealings were 
too difficult for women and that they needed to 
be protected from strangers, men, not women, did 
the marketing. When a woman left the house, she 
was usually accompanied by a male. The Athenian 
wife was treated as a minor; in effect, she was her 
husband’s ward. 

The flaws in Athenian democracy should not 
cause us to undervalue its extraordinary achieve- 
ment. The idea that the state represents a commu- 
nity of free, self-governing citizens remains a crucial 
principle of Western civilization. Athenian democ- 
racy embodied the principle of the legal state—a 
government based not on force but on laws de- 
bated, devised, altered, and obeyed by free citizens. 

This idea of the legal state could have arisen 
only in a society that was aware of and respected 
the rational mind. Just as the Greeks demythicized 
nature, so too they removed myth from the sphere 
of politics. Holding that government was some- 
thing that people create to satisfy human needs, 
the Athenians regarded their leaders neither as 
gods nor as priests, but as men who had demon- 
strated a capacity for statesmanship. 

Both democratic politics and systematic po- 
litical thought originated in Greece. There, people 
first asked questions about the nature and purpose 
of the state, rationally analyzed political institu- 
tions, speculated about human nature and justice, 
and discussed the merits of various forms of gov- 
ernment. It is to Greece that we ultimately trace the 
idea of democracy and all that accompanies it: citi- 
zenship, constitutions, equality before the law, gov- 
ernment by law, reasoned debate, respect for the 
individual, and confidence in human intelligence. 


THE DECLINE OF THE 
CitTy-STATES 


Although the Greeks shared a common language 
and culture, they remained divided politically. A de- 
termination to preserve city-state sovereignty pre- 
vented the Greeks from forming a larger political 


grouping that might have prevented the inter- 
city warfare that ultimately cost the city-state its 
vitality and independence. But the creation of a 
Pan-Hellenic union would have required a radical 
transformation of the Greek character, which for 
hundreds of years had regarded the independent 
city-state as the only suitable political system. 


The Peloponnesian War 


Athenian control of the Delian League frightened 
the Spartans and their allies in the Peloponnesian 
League. Sparta and the Peloponnesian states decided 
on war because they saw a dynamic and imperialis- 
tic Athens as a threat to their independence. At stake 
for Athens was control over the Delian League, 
which gave Athens political power and contrib- 
uted to its economic prosperity. Neither Athens nor 
Sparta anticipated the catastrophic consequences 
that the war would have for Greek civilization. 

The war began in 431 B.c. and ended in 404 B.c. 
When a besieged Athens, with a decimated navy 
and a dwindling food supply, surrendered, Sparta 
dissolved the Delian League, left Athens with only 
a handful of ships, and forced the city to pull 
down its long walls—ramparts designed to pro- 
tect it against siege weapons. 

The Peloponnesian War shattered the spiri- 
tual foundations of Hellenic society. During its 
course, men became brutalized; cities were sacked 
and captives murdered; selfish individualism tri- 
umphed over civic duty; moderation gave way to 
extremism; and in several cities, including Ath- 
ens, politics degenerated into civil war between 
oligarchs and democrats. Oligarchs, generally 
from the wealthier segments of Athenian society, 
wanted to concentrate power in their own hands 
by depriving the lower classes of political rights. 
Democrats, generally from the poorer segment of 
society, sought to preserve the political rights of 
all adult male citizens. Strife between oligarchs 
and democrats was quite common in the Greek 
city-states even before the Peloponnesian War. 


The Fourth Century 


The Peloponnesian War was the great crisis of Hel- 
lenic history. The golden age of Athenian culture 
came to an end. The city-states never fully 


recovered from their self-inflicted spiritual 
wounds. The civic loyalty and confidence that had 
marked the fifth century waned, and the fourth 
century was dominated by a new mentality that 
the leaders of the Age of Pericles would have ab- 
horred. A concern for private affairs superseded 
devotion to the general good of the polis. Increas- 
ingly, professionals, rather than ordinary citizens, 
administered the tasks of government, and merce- 
naries began to replace citizen soldiers. 

In the fourth century, the quarrelsome city- 
states formed new systems of alliances and per- 
sisted in their ruinous conflicts. While the Greek 
cities battered one another in fratricidal warfare, 
a new power was rising in the north—Macedonia. 
To the Greeks, the Macedonians, a wild moun- 
tain people who spoke a Greek dialect and had 
acquired a sprinkling of Hellenic culture, differed 
little from other non-Greeks, whom they called 
barbarians. In 359 B.c., at the age of twenty-three, 
Philip II (382-336 B.c.) ascended the Macedonian 
throne. Converting Macedonia into a first-rate 
military power, he began a drive to become mas- 
ter of the Greeks. 

Incorrectly assessing Philip’s strength, the 
Greeks were slow to organize a coalition against 
Macedonia. In 338 B.c., Philip’s forces decisively 
defeated the Greeks at Chaeronea, and all of 
Greece was his. The city-states still existed, but 
they had lost their independence. The world of 
the small, independent, and self-sufficient polis 
was drawing to a close, and Greek civilization 
was taking a different shape. 


The Dilemma of Greek Politics 


Philip’s conquest of the city-states points to 
fundamental weaknesses of Greek politics. De- 
spite internal crisis and persistent warfare, the 
Greeks were unable to fashion any other politi- 
cal framework than the polis. The city-state was 
fast becoming an anachronism, but the Greeks 
were unable to see that, in a world moving to- 
ward larger states and empires, the small city- 
state could not compete. An unallied city-state, 
with its small citizen army, could not withstand 
the powerful military machine that Philip had 
created. A challenge confronted the city-states: 
the need to shape some form of political union, 
a Pan-Hellenic federation, that would end the 
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suicidal internecine warfare, promote economic 
well-being, and protect the Greek world from 
hostile states. Because they could not respond 
creatively to this challenge, the city-states ul- 
timately lost their independence to foreign 
conquerors. 

The waning of civic responsibility among the 
citizens was another reason for the decline of 
the city-states. The vitality of the city-state de- 
pended on the willingness of its citizens to put 
aside private concerns for the good of the com- 
munity. However, although Athens had recov- 
ered commercially from the Peloponnesian War, 
its citizens had suffered a permanent change 
in character; the abiding devotion to the polis, 
which had distinguished the Age of Pericles, 
greatly diminished during the fourth century. 
The factional strife, the degeneration of politics 
into personal ambition, the demagoguery, and 
the fanaticism that Thucydides (see “History” 
later in the chapter) had described persisted into 
the fourth century and were aggravated by the 
economic discontent of the poor. The Periclean 
ideal of citizenship dissipated as Athenians ne- 
glected the community to concentrate on private 
affairs or sought to derive personal profit from 
public office. The decline in civic responsibility 
could be seen in the hiring of mercenaries to re- 
place citizen soldiers and in the indifference and 
hesitancy with which the Athenians confronted 
Philip. The Greeks did not respond to the Mace- 
donian threat as they had earlier rallied to fight 
off the Persian menace because the quality of 
citizenship had deteriorated. 

Greek political life demonstrated the best and 
worst features of freedom. On the one hand, as 
Pericles boasted, freedom encouraged active citi- 
zenship, reasoned debate, and government by 
law. On the other, as Thucydides lamented, free- 
dom could degenerate into factionalism, dema- 
goguery, unbridled self-interest, and civil war. 
Because monarchy deprives people of freedom 
and self-rule, the Greeks regarded monarchy as 
a form of government appropriate for uncivi- 
lized barbarians. But their political experience 
showed that free men in a democracy are sus- 
ceptible to demagogues, will base political deci- 
sions on keyed-up emotions rather than on cool 
reasoning, and are capable of behaving brutally 
toward political opponents. Moreover, Greek 
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democracy, which valued freedom, was unable to 
overcome a weakness that afflicts despotic rul- 
ers: an incautious attitude toward power that 
causes the state to overreach itself. Such an at- 
titude demonstrated the self-destructive hubris 
that Greek moralists warned against. This is how 
Thucydides interpreted Athens’ disastrous Sicil- 
ian expedition during the Peloponnesian War. 
Driven by a mad passion to possess what was 
beyond their reach, the Athenians brought ruin 
to their city. 

The Athenians, who saw no conflict be- 
tween imperialism and democracy, considered it 
natural for stronger states to dominate weaker 
ones, an attitude that helped to precipitate the 
destructive Peloponnesian War. A particularly 
egregious example of this outlook occurred dur- 
ing that war when Athenians decided to invade 
the island of Melos despite the assurances of the 
Melians that they represented no threat to Ath- 
ens. As reported by Thucydides, the Athenian en- 
voys told the Melians that “the strong do what 
they have the power to do, and the weak accept 
what they have to accept.”’ When the Melians 
resisted, the Athenians slaughtered the men, en- 
slaved the women and children, and colonized 
the territory. 

Greek politics also revealed both the capa- 
bilities and the limitations of reason. Originally, 
the polis was conceived as a divine institution, 
in which the citizen had a religious obligation 
to obey the law. As the rational and secular out- 
look became more pervasive, the gods lost their 
authority. When people no longer regarded law 
as an expression of sacred traditions ordained by 
the gods but saw it as a merely human contriv- 
ance, respect for the law diminished, weakening 
the foundations of the society. The results were 
party conflicts, politicians who scrambled for 
personal power, and moral uncertainty. Recog- 
nizing the danger, conservatives insisted that law 
must again be conceived as issuing from the gods 
and the city must again treat its ancient traditions 
with reverence. Although the Greeks originated 
the lofty ideal that human beings could regulate 
their political life according to reason, their his- 
tory, marred by intercity warfare and internal 
violence, demonstrates the extreme difficulties 
involved in creating and maintaining a rational 
society. 


PHILOSOPHY IN 
THE HELLENIC AGE 


The Greeks broke with the mythopoeic outlook of 
the Near East and conceived a new way of view- 
ing nature and human society that is the basis of 
the Western scientific and philosophical tradition. 
By the fifth century B.c., the Greeks had emanci- 
pated thought from myth and gradually applied 
reason to the physical world and to all human 
activities. This emphasis on reason marks a turn- 
ing point for human civilization. 

The development of rational thought in Greece 
was a process, a trend, not a finished achievement. 
The process began when some thinkers rejected 
mythical explanations for natural phenomena. 
The nonphilosophical majority of the people 
never entirely eliminated the language, attitudes, 
and beliefs of myth from their life and thought. 
For them, the world remained controlled by di- 
vine forces, which were appeased through cultic 
practices. Even in the mature philosophy of Plato 
and Aristotle, mythical modes of thought per- 
sisted. What is of immense historical importance, 
however, is not the degree to which the Greeks 
successfully integrated the norm of reason, but 
the fact that they originated this norm, defined it, 
and consciously applied it to intellectual concerns 
and social and political life. 

The first theoretical philosophers in human his- 
tory emerged in the sixth century B.c. in the Greek 
cities of Ionia in Asia Minor. Curious about the es- 
sential composition of nature and dissatisfied with 
earlier creation legends, the Ionians sought physi- 
cal, rather than mythic-religious, explanations for 
natural occurrences. In the process, they arrived 
at a new concept of nature and a new method 
of inquiry. They maintained that nature was not 
manipulated by arbitrary and willful gods, nor 
was it governed by blind chance. The Ionians said 
that there is an intelligible pattern to nature; that 
nature contains a hidden structure—principles of 
order or general laws—that govern phenomena; 
and that these fundamental rules were ascertain- 
able by the human mind. They implied that the 
origin, composition, and structure of the world 
can be investigated rationally and systematically. 
Thus, in seeking to account for rainbows, earth- 
quakes, and eclipses, the Ionians posited entirely 


naturalistic explanations that relied on observa- 
tion, showed an awareness of cause and effect, 
and excluded the gods. This new outlook marks 
the beginning of scientific thought. 

What conditions enabled the Greeks to make 
this breakthrough? Perhaps their familiarity with 
Near Eastern achievements in mathematics and 
science stimulated their ideas. But this influence 
should not be exaggerated, says Greek scholar 
John N. Theodorakopoulos, for Egyptians and 
Mesopotamians “had only mythological systems 
of belief and a knowledge of practical matters. 
They did not possess those pure and crystal-clear 
products of the intellect which we call science and 
philosophy. Nor did they have any terminology to 
describe them.”*® Rooted in mythological thinking, 
the ancient Near East experienced no eruption of 
theorizing about nature in pristine philosophical 
and scientific terms as Greece did beginning in the 
sixth century B.C. 

One can only speculate about why the Greeks 
achieved this breakthrough. Perhaps the poets’ 
conception of human behavior as subject to uni- 
versal destiny was extended into the philosophers’ 
belief that nature was governed by law. Perhaps 
the breakthrough was fostered by the Greeks’ 
freedom from a priesthood and rigid religious 
doctrines that limited thought. Or perhaps Greek 
speculative thought was an offspring of the city, 
because if law governed human affairs, providing 
balance and order, should not the universe also be 
regulated by principles of order? 


The Cosmologists: A Rational 
Inquiry into Nature 


The first Ionian philosophers are called cosmolo- 
gists because they sought to discover the underly- 
ing principles of the universe: how nature came 
to be the way it was. They held that some single, 
eternal, and imperishable substance, which under- 
went various modifications, gave rise to all phe- 
nomena in nature. 

Ionian philosophy began with Thales (c. 624— 
548 B.c.) of Miletus, a city in lonia. He was a con- 
temporary of Solon of Athens. Concerned with 
understanding the order of nature, Thales said that 
water was the basic element, the underlying sub- 
stratum of nature, and that through some natural 


Philosophy in the Hellenic Age * 49 


process—similar to the formation of ice or 
steam—water gave rise to everything else in the 
world. 

Thales revolutionized thought because he 
omitted the gods from his account of the origins 
of nature and searched for a natural explanation 
of how all things came to be. Thales also broke 
with the commonly held belief that earthquakes 
were caused by Poseidon, god of the sea, and of- 
fered instead a naturalistic explanation for these 
disturbances: that the earth floated on water, and 
when the water experienced turbulent waves, the 
earth was rocked by earthquakes. 

Anaximander (c. 611-547 B.c.), another sixth- 
century Ionian, rejected Thales’ theory that water 
was the original substance. He rejected any spe- 
cific substance and suggested that an indefinite 
substance, which he called the Boundless, was the 
source of all things. He believed that from this pri- 
mary mass, which contained the powers of heat 
and cold, there gradually emerged a nucleus, the 
seed of the world. He said that the cold and wet 
condensed to form the earth and its cloud cover, 
while the hot and dry formed the rings of fire that 
we see as the moon, the sun, and the stars. The 
heat from the fire in the sky dried the earth and 
shrank the seas. From the warm slime on earth 
arose life, and from the first sea creatures there 
evolved land animals, including human beings. 
Anaximander’s account of the origins of the uni- 
verse and nature understandably contained fan- 
tastic elements. Nevertheless, by offering a natural 
explanation for the origin of nature and life and 
by holding that nature was lawful, it surpassed 
the creation myths. 

Like his fellow Ionians, Anaximenes, who died 
about 525 B.c., made the transition from myth to 
reason. He maintained that a primary substance, 
air, underlay reality and accounted for the or- 
derliness of nature. Air that was rarefied became 
fire, whereas wind and clouds were formed from 
condensed air. If the process of condensation con- 
tinued, it produced water, earth, and eventually 
stones. Anaximenes also rejected the old belief 
that a rainbow was the goddess Iris; instead, he 
said that the rainbow was caused by the sun’s rays 
falling on dense air. 

The Ionians have been called “matter phi- 
losophers” because they held that everything is- 
sued from a particular material substance. Other 
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thinkers of the sixth century B.c. tried a different 
approach. Pythagoras (c. 580-507 B.c.) and his 
followers, who lived in the Greek cities in south- 
ern Italy, did not find the nature of things in a 
particular substance, but rather in mathematical 
relationships. The Pythagoreans discovered that 
the intervals in the musical scale can be expressed 
mathematically. Extending this principle of pro- 
portion found in sound to the universe at large, 
they concluded that the cosmos also contained an 
inherent mathematical order and harmony. Thus, 
the Pythagoreans shifted the emphasis from mat- 
ter to form, from the world of sense perception to 
the logic of mathematics. The Pythagoreans were 
also religious mystics who believed in the immor- 
tality and transmigration of souls. Consequently, 
they refused to eat animal flesh, fearing that it 
contained former human souls. 

Parmenides (c. 515-450 B.c.), a native of the 
Greek city of Elea in southern Italy, argued that the 
fundamental view of the Ionians that the universe 
underwent change and development over time was 
utterly mistaken. In developing his position, Par- 
menides applied to philosophical argument the logic 
used by the Pythagoreans in mathematical thinking. 
In putting forth the proposition that an argument 
must be consistent and contain no contradictions, 
Parmenides became the founder of formal logic. 
Despite appearances, asserted Parmenides, reality— 
the cosmos and all that is within it—is one, eter- 
nal, and unchanging. It is made known not through 
the senses, which are misleading, but through the 
mind; not through experience, but through reason. 
Truth is reached through abstract thought alone. 
Parmenides’ concept of an unchanging reality ap- 
prehended by thought alone influenced Plato and is 
the foundation of metaphysics. 

Democritus (c. 460-370 B.c.), from the Greek 
mainland, renewed the Ionians’ concern with the 
world of matter and reaffirmed their confidence 
in knowledge derived from sense perception. But 
he also retained Parmenides’ reverence for rea- 
son. His model of the universe consisted of two 
fundamental realities: empty space and an infinite 
number of atoms. Eternal, indivisible, and imper- 
ceptible, these atoms moved in the void. All things 
consisted of atoms, and combinations of atoms 
accounted for all change in nature. In a world of 
colliding atoms, everything behaved according to 
mechanical principles. 


Concepts essential to scientific thought thus 
emerged in embryonic form with the early Greek 
philosophers: natural explanations for physical 
occurrences (Ionians), the mathematical order of 
nature (Pythagoras), logical proof (Parmenides), 
and the mechanical structure of the universe 
(Democritus). By giving to nature a rational, 
rather than a mythical, foundation and by holding 
that theories should be grounded in evidence and 
that one should be able to defend them logically, 
the early Greek philosophers pushed thought in 
a new direction. This new approach made pos- 
sible theoretical thought and the systematization 
of knowledge—as distinct from the mere observa- 
tion and collection of data. It also allowed a criti- 
cal analysis of theories, whereas myths, accepted 
unconditionally on faith and authority, did not 
promote discussion and questioning. 

This systematization of knowledge extended 
into several areas. Greek mathematicians, for ex- 
ample, organized the Egyptians’ practical experi- 
ence with land measurements into the logical and 
coherent science of geometry. They established 
mathematics as an ordered system based on fun- 
damental premises and necessary connections, 
and they developed logical procedures for arriv- 
ing at mathematical proofs. Both Babylonians and 
Egyptians had performed fairly complex math- 
ematical operations, but unlike the Greeks, they 
made no attempt to prove underlying mathemati- 
cal principles. In another area, Babylonian priests 
had observed the heavens for religious reasons, 
believing that the stars revealed the wishes of 
the gods. The Greeks used the data collected by 
the Babylonians, but not for a religious purpose; 
rather, they sought to discover the geometric laws 
that govern the motions of heavenly bodies. 

A parallel development occurred in medicine. 
No Near Eastern medical text explicitly attacked 
magical beliefs and practices. In contrast, Greek 
doctors associated with the medical school of Hip- 
pocrates (c. 460-c. 377 B.c.) asserted that diseases 
have a natural, not a supernatural, cause. The fol- 
lowing tract on epilepsy, which was considered 
a sacred disease, illustrates the development of a 
scientific approach to medicine: 


I am about to discuss the disease called 
“sacred.” It is not, in my opinion, any more 
divine or sacred than any other disease, 


but has a natural cause, and its supposed di- 
vine origin is due to men’s inexperience, and 
to their wonder at its peculiar character. Now 
...men continue to believe in its divine or- 
igin because they are at a loss to understand 
it.... My own view is that those who first 
attributed a sacred character to this malady 
were like the magicians, purifiers, charlatans, 
and quacks of our own day; men who claim 
great piety and superior knowledge. Being at 
a loss, and having no treatment which would 
help, they concealed and sheltered themselves 
behind superstition, and called this illness sa- 
cred, in order that their utter ignorance might 
not be manifest.? 


The Sophists: A Rational 
Investigation of Human Culture 


In their effort to understand the external world, 
the cosmologists had created the tools of reason. 
These early Greek thinkers were developing a new 
and profound awareness of the mind’s capacity for 
theoretical thinking. Equally important, they were 
establishing the mind’s autonomy—its ability to 
inquire into any subject, relying solely on its own 
power to think. Greek thinkers then turned away 
from the world of nature and attempted a rational 
investigation of people and society, dismissing ef- 
forts to explain the social world through inherited 
beliefs about the gods. The Sophists exemplified 
this shift in focus. They were professional teachers 
who wandered from city to city teaching rhetoric, 
grammar, poetry, gymnastics, mathematics, and 
music. The Sophists insisted that it was futile to 
speculate about the first principles of the universe, 
for such knowledge was beyond the grasp of the 
human mind. Instead, they urged that individuals 
improve themselves and their cities by applying 
reason to the tasks of citizenship and statesman- 
ship. The Western humanist tradition owes much 
to the Sophists, who examined political and ethi- 
cal problems, cultivated the minds of their stu- 
dents, and invented formal secular education. 
The Sophists answered a practical need in Ath- 
ens, which had been transformed into a wealthy 
and dynamic imperial state after the Persian Wars. 
Because the Sophists claimed that they could teach 
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political areté—the skill to formulate the right laws 
and policies for cities and the art of eloquence and 
persuasion—they were sought as tutors by politi- 
cally ambitious young men, especially in Athens. 

The Sophists were philosophical relativists; that 
is, they held that no truth is universally valid. Pro- 
tagoras, a fifth-century Sophist, said that “man is 
the measure of all things.” By this he meant that 
good and evil, truth and falsehood are matters of 
individual judgment; there are no universal stan- 
dards that apply to all people at all times. Human 
laws and ethical beliefs have evolved according to 
a particular community’s needs; they are simply 
human contrivances and conventions, not objective 
truths or standards written into nature. While not 
based on moral absolutes, hopefully the city’s laws 
derive from the judgment of wise and good men. 

In applying reason critically to human affairs, 
the Sophists challenged the traditional religious 
and moral values of Athenian society. Some Soph- 
ists taught that speculation about the divine was 
useless; others went further and asserted that reli- 
gion was just a human invention to ensure obedi- 
ence to traditions and laws. 

The Sophists also applied reason to law, with 
the same effect: the undermining of traditional 
authority. The laws of a given city, they asserted, 
did not derive from the gods; nor were they based 
on any objective, universal, and timeless standards 
of justice and good, for such standards did not 
exist. The more radical Sophists argued that law 
was merely something made by the most powerful 
citizens for their own benefit. This view had dan- 
gerous implications: since law rested on no higher 
principle than might, it need not be obeyed. 

Some Sophists combined this assault on 
law with an attack on the ancient Athenian 
idea of sophrosyne—moderation and self- 
discipline—because it denied human instincts. In- 
stead of moderation, they urged that people should 
maximize pleasure and trample underfoot those 
traditions that restricted them from fully expressing 
their desires. 

In subjecting traditions to the critique of rea- 
son, the radical Sophists provoked an intellectual 
and spiritual crisis. Their doctrines encouraged dis- 
obedience to law, neglect of civic duty, and selfish 
individualism. These attitudes became widespread 
during and after the Peloponnesian War, danger- 
ously weakening community bonds. Conservatives 
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THE PARTHENON, ATHENS, 447-432 B.c. A masterpiece of the Doric style, the 
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marble reliefs were removed by the Englishman Lord Elgin and now reside in the 
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sought to restore the authority of law and a respect 
for moral values by renewing allegiance to those 
sacred traditions undermined by the Sophists. 


Socrates: Shaping the 
Rational Individual 
Socrates (c. 469-399 B.c.), one of the most ex- 


traordinary figures in the history of Western civi- 
lization, took a different approach. He attacked 


the Sophists’ relativism, holding that people 
should regulate their behavior in accordance with 
universal values. While he recognized that the 
Sophists taught skills, he felt that they had no in- 
sights into questions that really mattered: What is 
the purpose of life? What are the values by which 
man should live? How does man perfect his char- 
acter? Here the Sophists failed, said Socrates; they 
taught the ambitious to succeed in politics, but 
persuasive oratory and clever reasoning do not 
instruct a man in the art of living. According to 
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Socrates, the Sophists had attacked the old system 
of beliefs but had not provided the individual 
with a constructive replacement. 

Socrates’ central concern was the perfection of 
individual human character, the achievement of 
moral excellence. For Socrates, moral values did not 
derive from a transcendent God, as they did for the 
Hebrews. Individuals attained them by regulating 
their lives according to objective standards arrived 
at through rational reflection, that is, by making 
reason the formative, guiding, and ruling agency 
of the soul. For Socrates, true education meant the 
shaping of character according to values discovered 
through the active and critical use of reason. 

Socrates wanted to subject all human beliefs 
and behavior to the scrutiny of reason and in this 
way remove ethics from the realm of authority, 


tradition, dogma, superstition, and myth. He be- 
lieved that reason was the only proper guide to 
the most crucial problem of human existence— 
the question of good and evil. 


Dialectics. In urging Athenians to think ra- 
tionally about the problems of human existence, 
Socrates offered no systematic ethical theory 
and no list of ethical precepts. What he did sup- 
ply was a method of inquiry called dialectics, 
or logical discussion. As Socrates used it, a dia- 
lectical exchange between individuals or with 
oneself, a dialogue, was the essential source of 
knowledge. It forced people out of their apathy 
and smugness and compelled them to ex- 
amine their thoughts critically; to confront 
illogical, inconsistent, dogmatic, and imprecise 
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assertions; and to express their ideas in clearly de- 
fined terms. 

Dialectics demonstrated that the acquisition of 
knowledge was a creative act. The human mind 
could not be coerced into knowing; it was not a 
passive vessel into which a teacher poured knowl- 
edge. The dialogue compelled the individual to play 
an active role in acquiring the ideals and values by 
which to live. In a dialogue, individuals became 
thinking participants in a search for knowledge. 
Through relentless cross-examination, Socrates in- 
duced the persons with whom he spoke to explain 
and justify their opinions rationally, for only thus 
did knowledge become a part of one’s being. 

Dialogue implied that reason was meant to 
be used in relations between human beings and 
that they could learn from each other, help each 
other, teach each other, and improve each other. 
It implied further that the human mind could and 
should make rational choices. To deal rationally 
with oneself and others is the distinctive mark of 
being human. 


Condemned to Death. Socrates devoted much 
of his life to what he believed was his mission, 
pricking the conscience of uncritical and smug 
Athenians and persuading them to think critically 
about how they lived their lives. Through probing 
questions, he tried to stir people out of their com- 
placency and make them realize how directionless 
and purposeless their lives were. 

For many years, Socrates challenged Athenians 
without suffering harm, for Athens was gener- 
ally distinguished by its freedom of speech and 
thought. However, in the uncertain times during 
and immediately after the Peloponnesian War, 
Socrates made enemies. When he was seventy, he 
was accused of corrupting the youth of the city and 
of not believing in the city’s gods but in other, new 
divinities. Underlying these accusations was the 
fear that Socrates was a troublemaker, a subversive 
who threatened the state by subjecting its ancient 
and sacred values to the critique of thought. 

Socrates denied the charges and conducted him- 
self with great dignity at his trial, refusing to grovel 
and beg forgiveness. Instead, he defined his creed: 


If you think that a man of any worth at all 
ought to... think of anything but whether he 
is acting justly or unjustly, and as a good or a 


bad man would act, you are mistaken. ... If 
you were therefore to say to me, “Socrates, we 
will not listen to [your accuser]. We will let 
you go, but on the condition that you give up 
this investigation of yours, and philosophy. If 
you are found following these pursuits again 
you shall die.” I say, if you offered to let me 
go on these terms, I should reply: .. . As long 
as I have breath and strength I will not give 
up philosophy and exhorting you and declar- 
ing the truth to every one of you whom I 
meet, saying, as I am accustomed, “My good 
friend, you are a citizen of Athens ... are you 
not ashamed of caring so much for making 
of money and for fame and prestige, when 
you neither think nor care about wisdom and 
truth and the improvement of your soul?”}° 


Convicted by an Athenian court, Socrates was 
ordered to drink poison. Had he attempted to ap- 
pease the jurors, he probably would have been 
given a light punishment, but he would not dis- 
obey the commands of his conscience and alter 
his principles even under threat of death. 

Socrates did not write down his philosophy 
and beliefs. We are able to construct a coherent 
account of his life and ideals largely through the 
works of his most important disciple, Plato. 


Plato: The Rational Society 


Plato (c. 429-347 B.c.) used his master’s teach- 
ings to create a comprehensive system of philoso- 
phy that embraced both the world of nature and 
the social world. Many of the problems discussed 
by Western philosophers for the past two millen- 
nia were first raised by Plato. We focus on two of 
his principal concerns, the theory of Ideas and the 
theory of the just state. 


Theory of Ideas. Socrates had taught that uni- 
versal standards of right and justice exist and are 
arrived at through thought. Building on the insights 
of his teacher, Plato postulated the existence of a 
higher world of reality, independent of the world 
of things that we experience every day. This higher 
reality, he said, is the realm of Ideas, or Forms— 
unchanging, eternal, absolute, and universal stan- 
dards of beauty, goodness, justice, and truth. 


Truth resides in this world of Forms and not 
in the world made known through the senses. 
For example, a person can never draw a perfect 
square, but the properties of a perfect square ex- 
ist in the world of Forms. Similarly, the ordinary 
person derives an opinion of what beauty is only 
from observing beautiful things; the philosopher, 
aspiring to true knowledge, goes beyond what he 
sees and tries to grasp with his mind the Idea of 
beauty. The ordinary individual lacks a true con- 
ception of justice or goodness; such knowledge is 
available only to the philosopher, whose mind can 
leap from worldly particulars to an ideal world 
beyond space and time. 

A champion of reason, Plato aspired to study 
human life and arrange it according to universally 
valid standards. In contrast to sophistic relativ- 
ism, he maintained that objective and eternal 
standards do exist. 


The Just State. In adapting the rational legacy 
of Greek philosophy to politics, Plato constructed 
a comprehensive political theory. What the Greeks 
had achieved in practice—the movement away 
from mythic and theocratic politics—Plato ac- 
complished on the level of thought: the fashioning 
of a rational model of the state. 

Like Socrates, Plato attempted to resolve the 
problem caused by the radical Sophists: the un- 
dermining of traditional values. Socrates had 
tried to dispel this spiritual crisis through a moral 
transformation of the individual based on reason, 
whereas Plato wanted the entire community to 
conform to rational principles. Plato said that if 
human beings are to live an ethical life, they must 
do so as citizens of a just and rational state. In 
an unjust state, people cannot achieve Socratic 
wisdom, for their souls will mirror the state’s 
wickedness. 

Plato had experienced the ruinous Peloponne- 
sian War and witnessed Socrates’ trial and execu- 
tion. Disillusioned by the corruption of Athenian 
morality and democratic politics, he concluded 
that under the Athenian constitution neither 
the morality of the individual Athenian nor the 
good of the state could be enhanced. He became 
convinced that Athens required moral and politi- 
cal reform founded on Socratic philosophy. 

In his great dialogue The Republic, Plato 
devised an ideal state based on standards that 
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would rescue his native Athens from the evils 
that had befallen it. For Plato, the just state could 
not be founded on tradition (for inherited atti- 
tudes did not derive from rational standards) or 
on the doctrine of might being right (a principle 
taught by radical Sophists and practiced by Athe- 
nian statesmen). A just state, in his view, had to 
conform to universally valid principles and aim 
at the moral improvement of its citizens, not at 
increasing its power and wealth. Such a state re- 
quired leaders distinguished by their wisdom and 
virtue rather than by sophistic cleverness and 
eloquence. 

Fundamental to Plato’s political theory as 
formulated in The Republic was his criticism of 
Athenian democracy. An aristocrat by birth and 
temperament, Plato believed that it was fool- 
ish to expect the common man to think intelli- 
gently about foreign policy, economics, or other 
vital matters of state. Yet the common man 
was permitted to speak in the Assembly and to 
vote, and he could also be selected by lot for 
executive office. A second weakness of democ- 
racy for Plato was that leaders were chosen and 
followed for nonessential reasons, such as per- 
suasive speech, good looks, wealth, and family 
background. 

A third danger of democracy was that it could 
degenerate into anarchy, said Plato. Intoxicated 
by liberty, the citizens of a democracy could lose 
all sense of balance, self-discipline, and respect for 
law: “The citizens become so sensitive that they 
resent the slightest application of control as in- 
tolerable tyranny, and in their resolve to have no 
master they end up by disregarding even the law, 
written or unwritten.”!! 

As the democratic city falls into disorder, a 
fourth weakness of democracy will become evi- 
dent. A demagogue—often a wealthy, handsome 
war hero of noble birth with an ability to stir 
the multitude with words—will be able to gain 
power by promising to plunder the rich to ben- 
efit the poor. Increasingly the tyrant throws off 
all constraints and uses his authority to satisfy 
his desire for power and possessions. To retain 
his hold over the state, the tyrant “begins by stir- 
ring up one war after another, in order that the 
people may feel their need of a leader.” Because 
of these inherent weaknesses of democracy, Plato 
insisted that Athens would be governed properly 
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only when the wisest people, the philosophers, at- 
tained power. 

Plato rejected the fundamental principle of 
Athenian democracy: that the ordinary citizen is 
capable of participating sensibly in public affairs. 
People would not entrust the care of a sick person 
to just anyone, said Plato, nor would they allow 
a novice to guide a ship during a storm. Yet in 
a democracy, amateurs were permitted to run the 
government and to supervise the education of the 
young; no wonder Athenian society was disinte- 
grating. Plato believed that these duties should 
be performed only by the best people in the city, 
the philosophers, who would approach human 
problems with reason and wisdom derived from 
knowledge of the world of unchanging and per- 
fect Ideas. He asserted that only these possessors 
of truth would be competent to rule. 

Plato divided people into three groups: those 
who demonstrated philosophical ability should 
be rulers; those whose natural bent revealed ex- 
ceptional courage should be soldiers; and those 
driven by desire, the great masses, should be pro- 
ducers (tradespeople, artisans, or farmers). In The 
Republic, the philosophers were selected by a rig- 
orous system of education that was open to all 
children. Those not demonstrating sufficient intel- 
ligence or strength of character were to be weeded 
out to become workers or warriors, depending on 
their natural aptitudes. After many years of edu- 
cation and practical military and administrative 
experience, the philosophers were to be entrusted 
with political power. If they had been properly 
educated, the philosopher-rulers would not seek 
personal wealth or personal power; their only 
concern would be pursuing justice and serving the 
community. The philosophers were to be absolute 
rulers. Although the people would have lost their 
right to participate in political decisions, they 
would have gained a well-governed state whose 
leaders, distinguished by their wisdom, integrity, 
and sense of responsibility, sought only the com- 
mon good. Only thus, said Plato, could the indi- 
vidual and the community achieve well-being. 

Plato wanted to rescue the city-state from dis- 
integration by re-creating the community spirit 
that had vitalized the polis—and he wanted to re- 
create it not on the basis of mere tradition but on 
a higher level, with philosophical knowledge. The 
social and political institutions of Athens, Plato 


thought, must be reshaped according to perma- 
nent and unalterable ideals of truth and justice, 
and this could be done only when power and wis- 
dom were joined. He aimed to fashion a just indi- 
vidual and a just state by creating conditions that 
permitted reason to prevail over the appetites, 
self-interest, and class and party loyalties. 


Aristotle: Synthesis of Greek Thought 


Aristotle (384-322 B.c.) stands at the apex of 
Greek thought because he achieved a creative 
synthesis of the knowledge and theories of earlier 
thinkers. The range of Aristotle’s interests and in- 
tellect is extraordinary. He was the leading expert 
of his time in every field of knowledge, with the 
possible exception of mathematics. 

Aristotle undertook the monumental task of 
organizing and systematizing the thought of the 
Pre-Socratics, Socrates, and Plato. He shared with 
the natural philosophers a desire to understand 
the physical universe; he shared with Socrates and 
Plato the conviction that reason was a person’s 
highest faculty and that the polis was the primary 
formative institution of Greek life. 


Critique of Plato’s Theory of Ideas. To the 
practical and empirically minded Aristotle, the 
Platonic notion of an independent and separate 
world of Forms beyond space and time seemed 
contrary to common sense. To comprehend re- 
ality, said Aristotle, one should not escape into 
another world. For him, Plato’s two-world philos- 
ophy suffered from too much mystery, mysticism, 
and poetic fancy; moreover, Plato undervalued the 
world of facts and objects revealed through sight, 
hearing, and touch, a world that was important 
to Aristotle. Like Plato, Aristotle desired to com- 
prehend the essence of things and held that under- 
standing universal principles is the ultimate aim 
of knowledge. But unlike Plato, he did not turn 
away from the world of things to obtain such 
knowledge. Possessing a scientist’s curiosity to 
understand nature, Aristotle respected knowledge 
obtained through the senses. 

For Aristotle, the Forms were not located in a 
higher world outside and beyond phenomena but 
existed in things themselves. He said that through 
human experience with such things as men, horses, 


and white objects the essence of man, horse, and 
whiteness can be discovered; through reason, the 
Form of Man, the Form of Horse, and the Form 
of Whiteness can be determined. These univer- 
sals, which apply to all men, all horses, and all 
white things, were for both Aristotle and Plato the 
true objects of knowledge. For Plato, these Forms 
existed independently of particular objects: the 
Forms for men or horses or whiteness or triangles 
or temples existed, whether or not representations 
of these Ideas in the form of material objects were 
made known to the senses. For Aristotle, however, 
universal Ideas could not be determined without 
examination of particular things. Whereas Plato’s 
use of reason tended to stress otherworldliness, 
Aristotle brought philosophy back to earth. 

By holding that certainty in knowledge comes 
from reason alone and not from the senses, 
Plato was predisposed toward mathematics and 
metaphysics—pure thought that transcends the 
world of change and material objects. By stressing 
the importance of knowledge acquired through 
the rational examination of sense experience, 
Aristotle favored the development of empirical 
sciences—physics, biology, zoology, botany, and 
other disciplines based on the observation and in- 
vestigation of nature and the recording of data. 


Ethical Thought. Like Socrates and Plato, Aris- 
totle believed that a knowledge of ethics was pos- 
sible and that it must be based on reason, for this 
is what distinguishes human beings from other 
forms of life. In his Nicomachean Ethics, the good 
life is the examined life; it means making intel- 
ligent decisions when confronted with specific 
problems. People achieve happiness when they ex- 
ercise the distinctively human trait of reasoning, 
when they apply their knowledge relevantly to 
life, and when their behavior is governed by intel- 
ligence and not by whim, tradition, or authority. 
Aristotle recognized, however, that people 
are not entirely rational and that the passion- 
ate element in the human personality can never 
be eradicated or ignored. According to Aristotle, 
surrendering completely to desire meant descend- 
ing to the level of beasts, but denying the pas- 
sions and living as an ascetic was a foolish and 
unreasonable rejection of human nature. Aristotle 
maintained that people could attain virtue, when 
they avoided extremes of behavior and rationally 
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chose the way of moderation. “Nothing in excess” 
is the key to Aristotle’s ethics. 


Political Thought. Aristotle’s Politics comple- 
ments his Ethics. To live the good life, he said, 
a person must do so as a member of a political 
community. Only the polis would provide people 
with an opportunity to lead a rational and moral 
existence, that is, to fulfill their human potential. 
With this assertion, Aristotle demonstrated a typi- 
cally Greek attitude. Also in typically Greek fash- 
ion, Aristotle held that enhancing the good of the 
community is nobler and more virtuous than do- 
ing good for oneself, however worthy the act. 

Like Plato, Aristotle presumed that political 
life could be rationally understood and intelli- 
gently directed. He emphasized the importance of 
the rule of law. He placed his trust in law rather 
than in individuals, for individuals are subject to 
unruly passions. Aristotle recognized that at times 
laws should be altered, but he recommended great 
caution; otherwise, people would lose respect for 
law and legal procedure. 

Tyranny and revolution, Aristotle said, can 
threaten the rule of law and the well-being of 
the citizen. To prevent revolution, the state must 
maintain “the spirit of obedience to law. . 
Men should not think it slavery to live accord- 
ing to the rule of the constitution, for it is their 
salvation.” 3 

Aristotle held “that the best political commu- 
nity is formed by citizens of the middle class [that 
is, those with a moderate amount of property], and 
that those states are likely to be well-administered 
in which the middle class is large and stronger if 
possible than the other classes [the wealthy and 
the poor].” Both the rich, who excel in “beauty, 
strength, birth, [and] wealth,” and the poor, who 
are “very weak or very much disgraced,” find it 
“difficult to follow rational principles. Of these 
two the one sort grow into violence and great 
criminals, the other into rogues and petty rascals.” 
The rich are unwilling “to submit to authority ... 
for when they are boys, by reason of the luxury in 
which they are brought up, they never learn even 
at school, the habit of obedience.” Consequently, 
the wealthy “can only rule despotically.” On the 
other hand, the poor “are too degraded to com- 
mand and must be ruled like slaves.”!* Middle- 
class citizens are less afflicted by envy than the 
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Zeus, Cc. 460 B.c. This bronze statue was found off the Greek coast in 1926. 
Although its face is still stylized, the athletic body pulsates with life, capturing 
the essence of Zeus as the omnipotent ruler of the gods. 


poor and are more likely than the rich to view 
their fellow citizens as equals. 


ART 


The classical age of Greek art spans the years 
from the end of the Persian Wars (479 B.c.) to the 
death of Alexander the Great (323 B.c.). During 
this period, standards were established that would 
dominate Western art until the emergence of mod- 
ern art in the late nineteenth century. 

Greek art coincided with Greek achievement in 
all other areas. Like Greek philosophy and poli- 
tics, it too applied reason to human experience and 
made the transition from a mythopoeic-religious 
worldview to a world perceived as orderly and ra- 
tional. It gradually transformed the supernatural 
religious themes with which it was at first preoc- 
cupied into secular human themes. Classical art 


was representational—that is, it strove to imitate 
reality, to represent the objective world realisti- 
cally as it appeared to the human eye. 

Artists carefully observed nature and human 
beings and sought to achieve an exact knowledge 
of human anatomy; they tried to portray accu- 
rately the body at rest and in motion. They knew 
when muscles should be taut or relaxed, one hip 
lower than the other, the torso and neck slightly 
twisted—in other words, they succeeded in trans- 
forming marble or bronze into a human likeness 
that seemed alive. Yet although it was realistic 
and naturalistic, Greek art was also idealistic, 
aspiring to a finer, more perfect representation 
of what was seen and depicting the essence and 
form of a thing more truly than the way it actu- 
ally appeared. Thus, a Greek statue resembled no 
specific individual but revealed a flawless human 
form, without wrinkles, warts, scars, or other 
imperfections. 


In achieving an accurate representation of ob- 
jects and in holding that there were rules of beauty 
that the mind could discover, the Greek artist em- 
ployed an approach consistent with the new sci- 
entific outlook. The Greek temple, for example, is 
an organized unity, obeying nature’s laws of equi- 
librium and harmony; classical sculpture captures 
the basic laws that govern life in motion. 

Greek artists exemplified the humanist spirit 
that characterized all aspects of Greek culture. 
They made the human form the focal point of 
attention, and exalted the nobility, dignity, self- 
assurance, and beauty of the human being. 


POETRY AND DRAMA 


Like philosophers and artists, Greek poets and 
dramatists gave expression to the rise of the indi- 
vidual and the emerging humanist values. One of 
the earliest and best of the Greek poets was Sap- 
pho; she lived around 600 B.c., on the island of 
Lesbos. Sappho established a school to teach mu- 
sic and singing to well-to-do girls and to prepare 
them for marriage. With great tenderness, Sappho 
wrote poems of friendship and love. 

Pindar (c. 518-438 B.c.) was another Greek 
lyric poet. In his poem of praise for a victorious 
athlete, Pindar expressed the aristocratic view of 
excellence. Although life is essentially tragic— 
triumphs are short-lived, misfortunes are many, 
and ultimately death overtakes all—man must still 
demonstrate his worth by striving for excellence. 

The high point of Greek poetry is drama, an art 
form that originated in Greece. In portraying the 
sufferings, weaknesses, and triumphs of individu- 
als, Greek dramatists shifted attention from the 
gods to human beings. Just as a Greek sculptor 
shaped a clear visual image of the human form, so 
a Greek dramatist brought the inner life of human 
beings, their fears and hopes, into sharp focus and 
tried to find the deeper meaning of human expe- 
rience. Thus, both art and drama evidenced the 
growing self-awareness of the individual. 

Drama originated in the religious festivals hon- 
oring Dionysus, the god of wine and agricultural 
fertility. A profound innovation in these sacred per- 
formances, which included choral songs and dances, 
occurred in the last part of the sixth century B.C.: 
Thespis, the first actor known to history, stepped 
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out of the chorus and engaged it in dialogue. By 
separating himself from the choral group, Thespis 
demonstrated a new awareness of the individual. 

With only one actor and a chorus, however, 
the possibilities for dramatic action and human 
conflicts were limited. Then Aeschylus introduced 
a second actor in his dramas, and Sophocles a 
third. Dialogue between individuals thus became 
possible. The Greek actors wore masks, and by 
changing them, each actor could play several roles 
in the same performance. This flexibility allowed 
the dramatists to depict the clash and interplay of 
human wills and passions on a greater scale. By 
the middle of the fifth century B.c., tragedies were 
performed regularly as civic festivals. 

A development parallel to Socratic dialectics— 
dialogue between thinking individuals—occurred 
in Greek drama. By setting characters in conflict 
against each other, dramatists showed individuals 
as active subjects, responsible for their behavior 
and decisions. 

Like the natural philosophers, Greek drama- 
tists saw an inner logic to the universe; they called 
this logic Fate or Destiny. Both physical and social 
worlds obeyed laws. When people were stubborn, 
narrow-minded, arrogant, or immoderate they 
were punished. The order in the universe required 
it, said Sophocles: 


The man who goes his way 
Overbearing in the word and deed, 
who fears no justice, 

Honors no temples of the gods— 
May an evil destiny seize him. 

And punish his ill-starred pride. 


In being free to make decisions, the dramatists 
said, individuals have the potential for greatness, 
but in choosing wrongly and unintelligently they 
bring disaster to themselves and others. 

Also like philosophy, Greek tragedy entailed 
rational reflection. Tragic heroes were not passive 
victims of fate. They were thinking human beings 
who felt a need to comprehend their position, ex- 
plain the reasons for their actions, analyze their 
feelings, and respond to their fate with insight. 

The essence of Greek tragedy lies in the tragic 
heroes’ struggle against cosmic forces and in- 
surmountable obstacles, which eventually crush 
them. But what impressed the Greek audience 
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(and impresses us today) was not the vulnerability 
or weaknesses of human beings, but their courage 
and determination in the face of these forces. 

The three great Athenian tragedians were 
Aeschylus (525-456 B.c.), Sophocles (c. 496-406 
B.C.), and Euripides (c. 485-406 B.c.). Aeschylus 
believed that the world was governed by divine 
justice, which could not be violated with impunity; 
when individuals evinced hubris (overweening 
pride or arrogance), which led them to overstep the 
bounds of moderation, they had to be punished. 

Sophocles maintained that individuals should 
shape their character in the way a sculptor shapes 
a form: according to laws of proportion. In his 
view, when the principles of harmony were vio- 
lated by immoderate behavior, a person’s charac- 
ter would be thrown off balance and misfortune 
would strike. In Antigone, Sophocles raised a 
question that is timeless: should individual con- 
science, which is prompted by a higher law, pre- 
vail over the laws of the state when the two are 
in conflict? 

The rationalist spirit of Greek philosophy per- 
meated the tragedies of Euripides. Like the Soph- 
ists, Euripides subjected the problems of human 
life to critical analysis and challenged human con- 
ventions. His plays carefully scrutinized the role 
of the gods, women’s conflicts, the horrors of war, 
the power of passion, and the prevalence of hu- 
man suffering and weakness. Euripides blended a 
poet’s insight with the psychologist’s probing to 
reveal the tangled world of human passions and 
souls in torment. 

Greek dramatists also wrote comedies. Aris- 
tophanes (c. 448-c. 380 B.c.), the greatest of the 
Greek comic playwrights, lampooned Athenian 
statesmen and intellectuals and censured govern- 
ment policies. Behind Aristophanes’ sharp wit lay a 
deadly seriousness; he sought an end to the ruinous 
Peloponnesian War and a reaffirmation of tradi- 
tional values, which the Sophists had undermined. 


HISTORY 


The Mesopotamians and the Egyptians kept an- 
nals that purported to narrate the deeds of gods 
and their human agents, the priest-kings or god- 
kings. These chronicles, filled with religious say- 
ings, royal records, and boastful accounts of 


military campaigns, are devoid of critical analysis 
and interpretation. The Hebrews valued history, 
but, believing that God acted in human affairs, 
they did not remove historical events from the 
realm of religious-mythical thought. The Greeks 
initiated a different approach to the study of his- 
tory. For them, history was not a narrative about 
the deeds of gods, as it was for the Egyptians and 
Mesopotamians, or the record of God’s wrath or 
benevolence, as it was for the Hebrews; instead, it 
dealt with human actions and state policies. 

As the gods were eliminated from the nature 
philosophers’ explanations for the origins of 
things in the natural world, mythical elements 
were also removed from the writing of history. 
Greek historians asked themselves questions 
about the deeds of people, based their answers on 
available evidence, and wrote in prose, the lan- 
guage of rational thought. They not only narrated 
events but also examined causes. 


Herodotus 


Often called the “father of history,” Herodotus 
(c. 484-c. 424 B.c.) wrote a history of the Per- 
sian Wars. The central theme of this book, enti- 
tled The Histories, is the contrast between Near 
Eastern despotism and Greek freedom and the 
subsequent clash of these two worldviews in the 
wars. Though Herodotus found much to praise 
in the Persian Empire, he was struck by a lack of 
freedom and by what he considered barbarity. He 
emphasized that the mentality of the free citizen 
was foreign to the East, where men were trained 
to obey the ruler’s commands absolutely. Not the 
rule of law but the whim of despots prevailed in 
the East. 

Another theme evident in Herodotus’ work 
was punishment for hubris. In seeking to become 
king of both Asia and Europe, Xerxes had acted 
arrogantly; although he behaved as if he were su- 
perhuman, “he too was human, and was sure to 
be disappointed of his great expectations.” © Like 
the Greek tragedians, Herodotus drew universal 
moral principles from human behavior. 

In several ways, Herodotus was a historian 
rather than a teller of tales. First, he asked ques- 
tions about the past, instead of merely repeating 
ancient legends; he tried to discover what had 
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Primary Source 


Euripides: Medea 


The Greek dramatist Euripides applied a keen crit- 
ical spirit to the great question of individual life 
versus the demands of society. His play Medea 
focuses on a strong-willed woman whose despair 
at being cast off by her husband leads her to exact 
a terrible revenge. But in the following passage, 
Medea might speak for the deepest feelings of any 
Greek woman. 


It was everything to me to think well of one 
man, 

And he, my own husband, has turned out 
wholly vile. 

Of all things which are living and can form a 
judgement 

We women are the most unfortunate creatures. 

Firstly, with an excess of wealth it is required 

For us to buy a husband and take for our bodies 

A master; for not to take one is even worse. 

And now the question is serious whether we take 

A good or bad one; for there is no easy escape. 

For a woman, nor can she say no to her 
marriage. 

She arrives among new modes of behaviour 
and manners, 

And needs prophetic power, unless she has 
learnt at home, 


happened and the motivations behind the actions. 
Second, he demonstrated at times a cautious and 
critical attitude toward his sources of informa- 
tion. Third, although the gods appeared in his 
narrative, they played a far less important role 
than they did in Greek popular mythology. Nev- 
ertheless, by retaining a belief in the significance 
of dreams, omens, and oracles and by allowing 
divine intervention, Herodotus fell short of being 
a thoroughgoing rationalist. His writings con- 
tain the embryo of rational history. Thucydides 
brought it to maturity. 


How best to manage him who shares the bed 
with her. 

And if we work out all this well and carefully, 

And the husband lives with us and lightly bears 
his yoke, 

Then life is enviable. If not, I’d rather die. 

A man, when he’s tired of the company in his 
home, 

Goes out of the house and puts an end to his 
boredom 

And turns to a friend or companion of his own 
age. 

But we are forced to keep our eyes on one alone. 

What they say of us is that we have a peaceful 
time 

Living at home, while they do the fighting in war: 

How wrong they are! I would very much rather 
stand 

Three times in the front of battle than bear one 
child. 


Question for Analysis 


1. According to this passage, what were the dif- 
ficulties Greek women faced? 


Euripedes, Medea, trans. Rex Warner (London: The 
Bodley Head, 1944), 18. 





Thucydides 


Thucydides (c. 460-c. 400 B.c.) also concentrated 
on a great political crisis confronting the Hellenic 
world: the Peloponnesian War. Living in Periclean 
Athens, whose lifeblood was politics, Thucydides 
regarded the motives of statesmen and the acts of 
government as the essence of history. He did not 
just catalogue facts but sought those general con- 
cepts and principles that the facts illustrated. His 
history was the work of an intelligent mind trying 
to make sense of his times. 
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Thucydides applied to the sphere of political 
history a rationalist empiricism. He strove for 
factual accuracy and drew conclusions based 
on a critical analysis of events and motives. He 
searched for the truth underlying historical 
events and attempted to present it objectively. 
Thucydides maintained that a proper analysis 
of the events of the Peloponnesian War would 
reveal general principles that govern human be- 
havior and relations between states. He intended 
his history to be a source of enlightenment for 
future ages, a possession for all time, because the 
kinds of behavior that caused the conflict be- 
tween Sparta and Athens would recur regularly 
through history, for human nature is unchanging 
and predictable. 

In Thucydides’ history, there was no place 
for myths, for legends, for the fabulous—all hin- 
drances to historical truth. He recognized that 
a work of history was a creation of the rational 
mind and not an expression of the poetic imagina- 
tion. The historian seeks to learn and to enlighten, 
not to entertain. 

Rejecting the notion that the gods interfere in 
history, Thucydides looked for the social forces 
and human decisions behind events. Where 
Herodotus occasionally lapsed into supernatural 
explanations, Thucydides wrote history in which 
the gods were absent, and he denied their interven- 
tion in human affairs. For Thucydides, history was 
the work of human beings, and the driving force in 
history was men’s will to power and domination. 

In addition to being a historian, Thucydides 
was also an astute and innovative political thinker 
with a specific view of government, statesmen, 
and international relations. He warned against 
the dangers of extremism unleashed by the strains 
of war, and he believed that when reason was for- 
saken, the state’s plight would worsen. He had 
contempt for statesmen who waged war lightly, 
acting from impulse, reckless daring, and an insa- 
tiable appetite for territory. Although Thucydides 
admired Athens for its democratic institutions, 
rule of law, sense of civic duty, and cultural 
achievements, he recognized an inherent dan- 
ger in democracy: the emergence of demagogues 
who rise to power by stirring up the populace and 
abuse their power once in office. 

Political scientists, historians, and statesmen still 
turn to Thucydides for insights into the realities of 


power politics, the dangers of political fanaticism, the 
nature of imperialism, the methods of demagogues, 
and the effects of war on democratic politics. 


THE HELLENISTIC AGE: 
THE SECOND STAGE OF 
GREEK CIVILIZATION 


Greek civilization, or Hellenism, passed through 
three distinct stages: the Hellenic Age, the Helle- 
nistic Age, and the Greco-Roman Age. The Hel- 
lenic Age began around 800 B.c. with the early 
city-states, reached its height in the fifth century 
B.C., and endured until the death of Alexander the 
Great in 323 B.c. At that time, the ancient world 
entered the Hellenistic Age, which ended in 30 B.c. 
when Egypt, the last major Hellenistic state, fell to 
Rome. The Greco-Roman Age lasted five hundred 
years, encompassing the period of the Roman Em- 
pire up to the collapse of the Empire’s western half 
in the last part of the fifth century A.D. 

Although the Hellenistic Age absorbed the 
heritage of classical (Hellenic) Greece, its style of 
civilization changed. During the first phase of Hel- 
lenism, the polis was the center of political life. The 
polis gave Greeks an identity, and only within the 
polis could a Greek live a good and civilized life. 
With the coming of the Hellenistic Age, this situa- 
tion changed. Kingdoms and empires eclipsed the 
city-state in power and importance. Even though 
cities retained a large measure of autonomy in do- 
mestic affairs, they lost their freedom of action in 
foreign affairs because they were now dominated 
by monarchs. Monarchy, the essential form of 
government in the Hellenistic world, had not been 
admired by the Greeks of the Hellenic Age. They 
had agreed with Aristotle that monarchy was suit- 
able only for non-Greeks, who lacked the capacity 
to govern themselves. 

Now, however, as a result of Alexander the 
Great’s conquests of the lands between Greece and 
India, tens of thousands of Greek soldiers, mer- 
chants, and administrators settled in eastern lands. 
Their encounters with the different peoples and cul- 
tures of the Near East widened the Greeks’ horizon 
and weakened their ties to their native cities. Be- 
cause of these changes, the individual had to define 
a relationship not to the narrow, parochial society 
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ALEXANDER THE GREAT ON HORSEBACK. In conquering the lands from Greece 
to India, Alexander the Great displayed a military genius that would fascinate 
commanders from Caesar to Napoleon. 


of the polis but to the larger world. The Greeks had 
to examine their place in a world more complex, 
foreign, and threatening than the polis. They had to 
fashion a conception of a community that would be 
more comprehensive than the city-state. 
Hellenistic philosophers struggled with these 
problems of alienation and community. They 
sought to give people the inner strength to en- 
dure in a world where the polis no longer pro- 
vided security. In this new situation, philosophers 
no longer assumed that the good life was tied 
to the affairs of the city. Freedom from emo- 
tional stress—not active citizenship and social 
responsibility—was the avenue to the good life. 


This pronounced tendency of people to withdraw 
into themselves and seek release from anxiety and 
depression helped shape a cultural environment 
that contributed to the spread and triumph of 
Christianity in the Greco-Roman Age. 

In the Hellenic Age, Greek philosophers had 
a limited conception of humanity, dividing the 
world into Greek and barbarian. In the Hel- 
lenistic Age, the intermingling of Greeks and 
peoples of the Near East—the fusion of different 
ethnic groups and cultures scattered over great 
distances—caused a shift in focus from the city to 
the oikoumene (the inhabited world); parochialism 
gave way to cosmopolitanism and universalism as 
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people began to think of themselves as members 
of a world community. Philosophers came to re- 
gard the civilized world as one city, the city of hu- 
manity. This new concept was their response to 
the decline of the city-state and the quest for an 
alternative form of community. 


Alexander the Great 


After the assassination of Philip of Macedon in 
336 B.c., his twenty-year-old son, Alexander, suc- 
ceeded to the throne. Alexander inherited a proud 
and fiery temperament from his mother. From his 
tutor Aristotle, Alexander gained an appreciation 
for Greek culture, particularly the Homeric epics. 
Undoubtedly, the young Alexander was stirred by 
these stories of legendary heroes, especially Achil- 
les, and their striving for personal glory. He also 
acquired military skills and qualities of leadership 
from his father. 

Alexander inherited from Philip an overrid- 
ing policy of state: the invasion of Persia. With an 
army of thirty-five thousand men, Macedonians 
and Greeks combined, he crossed into Asia Minor 
in 334 B.c. and eventually advanced all the way to 
India. In these campaigns, Alexander proved him- 
self to be a superb strategist and leader of men. 
Winning every battle, his army carved an empire 
that stretched from Greece to India. 

The world after Alexander differed sharply 
from the one that existed before he took up the 
sword. Alexander’s conquests brought West and 
East closer together, marking a new epoch. Alex- 
ander himself helped to implement this transfor- 
mation, whether intentionally or unwittingly. He 
took a Persian bride, arranged for eighty of his 
officers and ten thousand of his soldiers to marry 
Near Eastern women, and planned to incorporate 
thirty thousand Persian youths into his army. Al- 
exander founded Greek-style cities in Asia, where 
Greek settlers mixed with the native population. 

As Greeks acquired greater knowledge of the 
Near East, the parochialism of the polis gave 
way to a world outlook. As trade and travel be- 
tween West and East expanded, as Greek mer- 
chants and soldiers settled in Asiatic lands, and as 
Greek culture spread to non-Greeks, the distinc- 
tions between barbarian and Greek lessened. Al- 
though Alexander never united all the peoples in a 


world-state, his career pushed the world in a new 
direction, toward a fusion of disparate peoples 
and the intermingling of cultural traditions. 


The Competing Dynasties 


In 323 B.c., Alexander, not yet thirty-three years 
old, died after a sickness that followed a drink- 
ing party. After his premature death, his gener- 
als engaged in a long and bitter struggle to see 
who would succeed the conqueror. Since none of 
the generals or their heirs had enough power to 
hold together Alexander’s vast empire, the wars 
of succession ended in a stalemate. By 275 B.c., 
the empire was fractured into three dynasties: the 
Ptolemies in Egypt, the Seleucids in Asia, and the 
Antigonids in Macedonia. Macedonia, Alexan- 
der’s native country, continued to dominate the 
Greek cities, which periodically tried to break its 
hold. Later, the kingdom of Pergamum in west- 
ern Asia Minor emerged as the fourth Hellenistic 
monarchy. ; 

Rome, a new power, became increasingly drawn 
into the affairs of the quarrelsome Hellenistic 
kingdoms. By the middle of the second century 
B.C., it had imposed its will upon them. From that 
time on, the political fortunes of the western and 
eastern Mediterranean were inextricably linked. 


Cosmopolitanism 


Hellenistic society was characterized by a grow- 
ing cosmopolitanism—a mingling of peoples 
and an interchange of cultures. Greek traditions 
spread to the Near East, and Mesopotamian, 
Egyptian, Hebrew, and Persian traditions— 
particularly religious beliefs—moved westward. 
A growing cosmopolitanism replaced the paro- 
chialism of the city-state. Although the rulers of 
the Hellenistic kingdoms were Macedonians and 
their high officials and generals were Greeks, 
the style of government was modeled after that 
of the ancient oriental kingdoms. In the Hel- 
lenic Age, the law had expressed the will of the 
community, but in this new age of monarchy 
the kings were the law. To promote loyalty, the 
Macedonian rulers encouraged the oriental cultic 
practice of worshiping the king as a god or as a 
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Map 3.2 The Division of Alexander’s Empire and the Spread of 
Hellenism None of Alexander’s generals could hold together the vast empire, 


which fractured into competing dynasties. 


representative of the gods. In Egypt, for example, 
the priests conferred on the Macedonian king 
the same divine powers and titles traditionally 
held by Egyptian pharaohs; in accordance with 
ancient tradition, statues of the divine king were 
installed in Egyptian temples, suffusing political 
power with supernatural authority, in marked 
contrast to the democratic spirit of the Greek 
Assembly. 

Following Alexander’s lead, the Seleucids 
founded cities in the East patterned after the city- 
states of Greece. The cities, which were often 
founded to protect trade routes and as fortresses 
against hostile tribes, adopted the political institu- 
tions of Hellenic Greece, including a popular as- 
sembly and a council. Hellenistic kings generally 
did not intervene in the cities’ local affairs. 


Thousands of Greeks settled in these cities, which 
were Greek in architecture and contained Greek 
schools, temples, theaters (where performances 
of classical plays were staged), and gymnasia. 
Gymnasia were essentially places to exercise, 
train in sports, and converse, but some had librar- 
ies and halls where public lectures and competi- 
tions of orators and poets were held. Hellenistic 
kings brought books, paintings, and statues from 
Greece to their cities. Hellenistic cities, inhabited 
by tens of thousands of people from many lands 
and dominated by a Hellenized upper class, served 
as centers and agents of Hellenism, which non- 
Greeks adopted. The cities in Egypt and Syria saw 
the emergence of a native elite who spoke Greek, 
wore Greek-style clothing, and adopted Greek 
customs. Koine (or shared language), a form of 
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spoken Greek spread by soldiers, administrators, 
merchants, teachers, and others, became a com- 
mon tongue throughout much of the Mediterra- 
nean world. 

The greatest city of the time and the one most 
representative of the Hellenistic Age was Alexan- 
dria in Egypt, founded by Alexander the Great. 
Strategically located at one of the mouths of the 
Nile, Alexandria became a center of commerce 
and culture. The most populous city of the Medi- 
terranean world, Alexandria at the beginning 
of the Christian era contained perhaps a mil- 
lion people: Egyptians, Persians, Macedonians, 
Greeks, Jews, Syrians, and Arabs. The city was 
an unrivaled commercial center; goods from the 
Mediterranean world, East Africa, Arabia, and 
India circulated in its market-places. This cosmo- 
politan center also attracted poets, philosophers, 
physicians, astronomers, and mathematicians. 

All phases of cultural life were permeated by 
cultural exchange. Sculpture showed the influ- 
ence of many lands. Historians wrote world his- 
tories, not just local ones. Greek astronomers 
worked with data collected over the centuries 
by the Babylonians. The Hebrew Scriptures were 
translated into Greek for use by Greek-speaking 
Jews, and some Jewish thinkers, admiring Greek 
learning, expressed Jewish religious ideas in phil- 
osophical terms: God was identified with reason 
and Moses’ Law with the rational order of the 
universe. Greeks increasingly demonstrated a 
fascination with oriental religious cults. Philoso- 
phers helped to break down the barriers between 
peoples by asserting that all inhabit a single 
fatherland. 

The spread of Greek civilization from the Ae- 
gean to the Indus River gave the Hellenistic world 
a cultural common denominator, but Helleniza- 
tion did not transform the East and make it one 
with the West. Hellenization was limited almost 
entirely to the cities, and in many urban centers 
it was often only a thin veneer. Many Egyptians 
in Alexandria learned Greek, and some assumed 
Greek names, but for most, Hellenization did not 
go much deeper. In the countryside, there was 
not even the veneer of Greek culture. Retaining 
traditional attitudes, the countryside in the East 
resisted Greek ways. In the villages, local and tra- 
ditional law, local languages, and family customs 
remained unchanged; religion, the most important 


ingredient of the civilizations of the Near East, 
also kept its traditional character. 

To be sure, Hellenistic society was male domi- 
nated, but the status of women did show some 
improvement over the classical period. Some 
royal mothers and daughters exercised politi- 
cal power, even if behind the scenes, and royal 
women had access to great wealth as indicated 
by their cash contributions to cities. Some non- 
royal ladies held important priestly offices, and 
far more than in the classical era women con- 
tributed to high culture as poets, harpists, artists, 
and architects. Two of the new schools of phi- 
losophy, Epicureanism and Cynicism, welcomed 
female participation. 


HELLENISTIC THOUGHT 
AND CULTURE 


Hellenistic culture rested.on a Hellenic founda- 
tion, but it also revealed new trends: a heightened 
universalism and a growing individualism. 


History, Art, Science 


The leading historian of the Hellenistic Age was 
Polybius (c. 200-118 B.c.), whose history of the 
rise of Rome is one of the great works of histori- 
cal literature. Reflecting the universal tendencies 
of the Hellenistic Age, Polybius endeavored to ex- 
plain how Rome had progressed from a city-state 
to a world conqueror. As a disciple of Thucydides, 
Polybius sought rational explanations for human 
events. Like Thucydides, he relied on eyewitness 
accounts (including his own personal experiences), 
checked sources, and strove for objectivity. 

Hellenistic art, like Hellenistic philosophy, ex- 
pressed a heightened awareness of the individual. 
Whereas Hellenic sculpture aimed to depict ideal 
beauty—the perfect body and face—Hellenistic 
sculpture, moving from idealism to realism, cap- 
tured individual character and expression, often 
of ordinary people. Scenes of daily life were real- 
istically depicted. 

During the Hellenistic Age, Greek scientific 
achievement reached its height. When Alexander 
invaded Asia Minor, the former student of Aristotle 


brought along surveyors, engineers, scientists, and 
historians, who continued with him into Asia. 
The vast amount of data on botany, zoology, ge- 
ography, and astronomy collected by Alexander’s 
staff stimulated an outburst of activity. Hellenistic 
science, says historian Benjamin Farrington, stood 
“on the threshold of the modern world. When 
modern science began in the sixteenth century, it 
took up where the Greeks left off.” !” 

Because of its state-supported museum, Alex- 
andria attracted leading scholars and superseded 
Athens in scientific investigation. The museum 
contained a library of more than half a million 
volumes, as well as botanical gardens and an 
observatory. It was really a research institute, in 
which some of the best minds of the day studied 
and worked. 

Alexandrian doctors advanced medical skills. 
They improved surgical instruments and techniques 
and, by dissecting bodies, added to anatomical 
knowledge. Through their research, they discov- 
ered organs of the body not known until then, 
made the distinction between arteries and veins, 
divided nerves into those constituting the motor 
and the sensory systems, and identified the brain 
as the source of intelligence. Their investigations 
brought knowledge of anatomy and physiology to 
a level that was not significantly improved until 
the sixteenth century A.D. 

Knowledge in the fields of astronomy and 
mathematics also increased. Eighteen centuries 
before Copernicus, the Alexandrian astronomer 
Aristarchus (310-230 B.c.) said that the sun 
was the center of the universe, that the planets 
revolved around it, and that the stars were situ- 
ated at great distances from the earth. But these 
revolutionary ideas were not accepted, and the 
belief in an earth-centered universe persisted. 
In geometry, Euclid, an Alexandrian mathema- 
tician who lived around 300 B.c., creatively 
synthesized earlier developments. Euclid’s hun- 
dreds of geometric proofs, derived from rea- 
soning alone—his conclusions flowed logically 
and flawlessly from given assumptions—are a 
profound witness to the power of the rational 
mind. 

Eratosthenes (c. 275-194 B.c.), an Alexandrian 
geographer, sought a scientific understanding of 
the enlarged world. He divided the planet into cli- 
matic zones, declared that the oceans are joined, 
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OLD MARKET WOMAN, Cc. SECOND CENTURY 
B.c. Hellenistic genre sculpture depicted people in 
everyday situations as individuals, rather than as 
types. This woman’s stooped shoulders, weighed 
down by groceries, also suggest the harsh physical 
conditions that have worn her down over the years. 


and, with extraordinary ingenuity and accuracy, 
measured the earth’s circumference. Archimedes 
of Syracuse (287-212 B.c.), who studied at Alex- 
andria, was a mathematician, a physicist, and an 
ingenious inventor. His mechanical inventions, in- 
cluding war engines, dazzled his contemporaries. 
However, in typically Greek fashion, Archimedes 
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dismissed his practical inventions, preferring to be 
remembered as a theoretician. 


Philosophy 


Hellenistic thinkers preserved the rational tradition 
of Greek philosophy, but they also transformed it, 
for they had to adapt their thought to the require- 
ments of a cosmopolitan society. In the Hellenic 
Age, the starting point of philosophy was the citi- 
zen’s relationship to the city; in the Hellenistic Age, 
the point of departure was the solitary individual’s 
relationship to humanity and the individual’s des- 
tiny in a complex world. Philosophy tried to deal 
with the feeling of alienation—of not belonging— 
resulting from the weakening of the individual’s at- 
tachment to the polis and sought a conception of 
community that corresponded to the social realities 
of a world grown larger. It aspired to make people 
ethically independent so that they could achieve 
happiness in a hostile and competitive world. As the 
philosopher Epicurus said: “Empty are the words 
of that philosopher who offers no therapy for hu- 
man suffering. For just as there is no use in medical 
expertise if it does not give therapy for bodily dis- 
ease, so too there is no use in philosophy if it does 
not expel the suffering of the soul.”!* To “expel the 
suffering of the soul”—to conquer fear and anxi- 
ety and to achieve happiness—said Hellenistic phi- 
losophers, people must not allow themselves to be 
troubled by cares and concerns that are ultimately 
trivial. In striving for tranquillity of mind and relief 
from conflict, Hellenistic thinkers reflected the gen- 
eral anxiety that pervaded their society. 


Epicureanism. Two principal schools of philos- 
ophy arose in the Hellenistic world: Epicureanism 
and Stoicism. In the tradition of Plato and Aristo- 
tle, Epicurus (342-270 B.c.) founded a school in 
Athens at the end of the fourth century B.c. Epi- 
curus broke with the attitude of the Hellenic Age 
in significant ways. Unlike classical Greek phi- 
losophers, Epicurus, reflecting the Greeks’ chang- 
ing relationship to the city, taught the value of 
passivity and withdrawal from civic life. To him, 
citizenship was not a prerequisite for individual 
happiness. Wise persons, said Epicurus, would re- 
frain from engaging in public affairs, for politics 
is marred by clashing factions and treachery that 


could deprive them of their self-sufficiency, their 
freedom to choose and to act. Nor would wise 
individuals pursue wealth, power, or fame, as the 
pursuit would only provoke anxiety. For the same 
reason, wise persons would not surrender to hate 
or love, desires that distress the soul. They would 
also try to live justly, because those who behave 
unjustly are burdened with troubles. Nor could 
people find happiness if they worried about dying 
or pleasing the gods. 

To Epicurus, dread that the gods punished 
people in this life and could inflict suffering after 
death was the principal cause of anxiety. To re- 
move this source of human anguish, he favored a 
theory of nature that had no place for supernatural 
intervention in nature or in people’s lives. There- 
fore, he adopted the physics of Democritus, which 
taught that all things consist of atoms in motion. 
In a universe of colliding atoms, there could be 
no higher intelligence ordering things; there was 
no room for divine activity. Epicurus taught that 
the gods probably did exist, but that they did not 
influence human affairs; consequently, individuals 
could order their own lives. 

People could achieve happiness, said Epicurus, 
when their bodies were “free.from pain” and their 
minds “released from worry and fear.” Although 
Epicurus wanted to increase pleasure for the in- 
dividual, he rejected unbridled hedonism. Because 
he believed that happiness must be pursued ra- 
tionally, he urged avoidance of the merely sensuous 
pleasures that have unpleasant aftereffects (such 
as overeating and excessive drinking). In general, 
Epicurus espoused the traditional Greek view of 
moderation and prudence. By opening his philos- 
ophy to men and women, slave and free, Greek 
and barbarian, and by separating ethics from 
politics, Epicurus fashioned a philosophy adapted 
to the post-Alexandrian world of kingdoms and 
universal culture. 


Stoicism. Around the time when Epicurus 
founded his school, Zeno (335-263 B.c.) also 
opened a school in Athens. Zeno’s teachings, 
called Stoicism (because his school was located in 
the stoa, or colonnade), became the most impor- 
tant philosophy in the Hellenistic world. By teach- 
ing that the world constituted a single society, 
Stoicism gave theoretical expression to the world- 
mindedness of the age. Through its concept of a 
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RECONSTRUCTION OF THE MAP OF THE WORLD BY ERATOSTHENES (C. 275-194 
B.c.). Geographical knowledge expanded enormously among the Hellenistic 
Greeks. The first systematic scientific books on geography were credited 
to Eratosthenes, head of the Alexandrian library, the greatest scientific and 
humanistic research center in the Hellenistic world. Eratosthenes estimated 
the circumference of the earth with remarkable accuracy for his time. His map 
illustrates the limits of the world known to the Greeks. (from John Onians, Art and Thought in the 
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world community, the city of humanity, Stoicism 
offered an answer to the problem of community 
and alienation posed by the decline of the city- 
state. By stressing inner strength in dealing with 
life’s misfortunes, it opened an avenue to individ- 
ual happiness in a world fraught with uncertainty. 

At the core of Stoicism was the belief that built 
into the universe was a principle of order, variously 
called Divine Reason (Logos), the Divine Fire, 
God—more an impersonal force than a living be- 
ing. This ruling principle underlay reality and per- 
meated all things; it ordered the cosmos according 
to law. The Stoics reasoned that, being part of the 
universe, people too shared in the Logos that op- 
erated throughout the cosmos. Inherent in every 
human soul, and discovered through reason, the 
Logos enabled people to act virtuously and intelli- 
gently and to comprehend the principles of order 
that governed nature. This natural law provided 


human beings with an awareness of what is and is 
not correct behavior, especially when dealing with 
other human beings. The virtuous person lived in 
accordance with natural law, which was the av- 
enue to both virtue and happiness. Natural law 
alone commanded ultimate obedience. Because 
reason was common to all, human beings were es- 
sentially brothers and fundamentally equal. Rea- 
son gave individuals dignity and enabled them to 
recognize and respect the dignity of others. To the 
Stoics, all people—Greek and barbarian, free and 
slave, rich and poor—were fellow human beings, 
and one law, the law of nature, applied to every- 
one. What people had in common as fellow hu- 
man beings far outweighed differences based on 
culture. Thus the Stoics, like the Hebrews, arrived 
at the idea of the oneness of humanity. 

Like Socrates, the Stoics believed that a per- 
son’s distinctive quality was the ability to reason 
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and that happiness came from the disciplining 
of emotions by the rational part of the soul. Also 
like Socrates, the Stoics maintained that indi- 
viduals should progress morally and perfect their 
character. In the Stoic view, wise persons ordered 
their lives according to the natural law, the law of 
reason, that underlay the cosmos. This harmony 
with the Logos would give them the inner strength 
to resist the torments inflicted by others, by fate, and 
by their own passionate natures. Self-mastery and in- 
ner peace, or happiness, would follow. Such individ- 
uals would remain undisturbed by life’s misfortunes, 
for their souls would be their own. Even slaves were 
not denied this inner freedom; although their bodies 
were subjected to the power of their masters, their 
minds still remained independent and free. 

Stoicism had an enduring influence on the West- 
ern mind. To some Roman political and legal think- 
ers, the Empire fulfilled the Stoic ideal of a world 
community, in which people of different nationali- 
ties held citizenship and were governed by a world- 
wide law that accorded with the law of reason, or 
natural law, operating throughout the universe. 
Stoic beliefs—that by nature we are all members of 
one family, that each person is significant, that dis- 
tinctions of rank and race are of no account, and 
that human law should not conflict with natural 
law—were incorporated into Roman jurisprudence, 
Christian thought, and modern liberalism. There is 
continuity between the Stoic idea of natural law— 
a moral order that underlies nature—and the prin- 
ciple of inalienable rights stated in the American 
Declaration of Independence. In the modern age, 
the principle of natural law provided theoretical 
justification for the idea of human rights as the 
birthright of each individual. 


THE GREEK ACHIEVEMENT: 
REASON, FREEDOM, HUMANISM 


Like other ancient peoples, the Greeks warred, 
massacred, and enslaved; they could be cruel, ar- 
rogant, contentious, and superstitious; and they 
often violated their own ideals. But their achieve- 
ments were unquestionably of profound historical 
significance. Western thought essentially begins 
with the Greeks, who first defined the individ- 
ual by the capacity to reason. It was the great 


achievement of the Greek spirit to rise above 
magic, miracles, mystery, authority, and custom 
and to discover the procedures and terminology 
that permit a rational understanding of nature 
and society. Every aspect of Greek civilization— 
science, philosophy, art, drama, literature, politics, 
historical writing—showed a growing reliance on 
human reason and a diminishing dependence on 
the gods and mythical thinking. 

In Mesopotamia and Egypt, people had no clear 
conception of their individual worth and no under- 
standing of political liberty. They were not citizens 
but subjects marching to the command of a ruler 
whose power originated with the gods. Such royal 
power was not imposed on an unwilling popula- 
tion; it was religiously accepted and obeyed. 

Unlike in the Near East, monarchs were inci- 
dental to Hellenic Greek political history, a de- 
velopment that enabled the Greeks to create both 
civic politics and political freedom. They saw the 
state as a community of free citizens who made 
laws that served the common good and in which 
disputes between citizens were decided by a jury 
of one’s peers, not by the whims of a ruler or his 
officials. The citizens had no master other than 
themselves. The Greeks held that men are capable 
of governing themselves, and they regarded active 
participation in public affairs as a duty. For the 
Greeks, the state was a civilizing agent, permit- 
ting people to live the good life. Greek political 
thinkers arrived at a conception of the rational, 
or legal, state: a state in which law was an expres- 
sion of reason, not of whim or divine commands; 
of justice, not of might; of the general good of the 
community, not of self-interest. 

The Greeks also gave to Western civilization 
a conception of inner, or ethical, freedom. People 
were free to choose between shame and honor, 
cowardice and duty, moderation and excess. The 
idea of ethical freedom reached its highest point 
with Socrates, who shifted the focus of thought 
from cosmology to the human being and the 
moral life. To shape oneself according to ideals 
known to the mind—to develop into an autono- 
mous and self-directed person—became for the 
Greeks the highest form of freedom. 

During the Hellenistic Age, the Greeks, like the 
Hebrews earlier, arrived at the idea of universal- 
ism, the oneness of humanity. Stoic philosophers 
taught that all people, because of their ability 


to reason, are fundamentally alike and can be 
governed by the same laws. This idea is at the 
root of the modern principle of natural or human 
rights, which are the birthright of each individual. 

Underlying everything accomplished by the 
Greeks was a humanist attitude toward life. The 
Greeks expressed a belief in the worth, signifi- 
cance, and dignity of the individual. They called 
for the maximum cultivation of human talent, the 
full development of human personality, and the 
deliberate pursuit of excellence. In valuing the hu- 
man personality, the Greek humanists did not ap- 
prove of living without restraints; they aimed at 
creating a higher type of man. Such a man would 
mold himself according to worthy standards and 
make his life as harmonious and flawless as a 
work of art. This aspiration required effort, disci- 
pline, and intelligence. Despite their lauding of the 
human being’s creative capacities, the Greeks were 
not naive about human nature. Rather, intensely 
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aware of the individual’s inherent capacity for 
evil, Greek thinkers repeatedly warned that with- 
out the restraining forces of law, civic institutions, 
moral norms, and character training, society 
would be torn apart by the savage elements within 
human nature. But fundamental to the Greek hu- 
manist outlook was the belief that human beings 
could master themselves. Contemporary human- 
ists continue to derive inspiration and guidelines 
from the literary, artistic, and philosophical cre- 
ations of the ancient Greeks. 

By discovering theoretical reason, by defining 
political freedom, and by affirming the worth and 
potential of human personality, the Greeks broke 
with the past and founded the rational and hu- 
manist tradition of the West. “Had Greek civili- 
zation never existed,” says the poet W. H. Auden, 
“we would never have become fully conscious, 
which is to say that we would never have become, 
for better or worse, fully human.”!? 
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Focus Questions 


1. What factors enabled the city-state of Rome to conquer Italy and the 
Mediterranean world? 


2. What was the significance of Roman expansion? 
3. What were the reasons for the collapse of the Roman Republic? 


4, Why is the Pax Romana regarded as one of the finest periods in world history? 
What continuity is there between the Pax Romana and the Hellenistic Age? 


5. How did Roman law evolve? How did it incorporate Stoic principles? 
. What are the reasons for the decline of the Roman Empire? 
7. What is Rome’s legacy to Western civilization? 
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Rave. great achievement was to transcend 


the narrow political orientation of the city-state 
and to create a world-state that unified the differ- 
ent nations of the Mediterranean world. Regard- 
ing the polis as the only means to the good life, 
the Greeks had not desired a larger political unit 
and had almost totally excluded foreigners from 
citizenship. Although Hellenistic philosophers had 
conceived the possibility of a world community, 
Hellenistic politics could not shape one. But Rome 
overcame the limitations of the city-state mental- 
ity and developed an empirewide system of law 
and citizenship. The Hebrews were distinguished 
by their prophets and the Greeks by their philoso- 
phers. The Romans produced no Amos or Isaiah 
and no Plato or Aristotle; their genius found ex- 
pression in law and government and in the trans- 
mission of the Greek cultural achievement. 

Historians divide Roman history into two 
broad periods. The period of the Republic began 
in 509 B.c. with the overthrow of the Etruscan 
monarchy; the period of the Empire began in 27 
B.C., when Octavian (Augustus) became in ef- 
fect the first Roman emperor, ending almost five 
hundred years of republican self-government. By 
conquering the Mediterranean world and extend- 
ing Roman law and, in some instances, citizenship 
to different nationalities, the Roman Republic 
transcended the parochialism typical of the city- 
state. The Republic initiated the trend toward 
political and legal universalism, which reached 
fruition in the second period of Roman history, 
the Empire. 


EVOLUTION OF THE 
ROMAN CONSTITUTION 


By the eighth century B.c., peasant communities ex- 
isted on some of Rome’s seven hills near the Tiber 
River in central Italy. To the north stood Etruscan 
cities, and to the south, Greek cities. The more 
advanced civilizations of both the Etruscans and 
Greeks were gradually absorbed by the Romans. 
The origin of the Etruscans remains a mys- 
tery, although some scholars believe that they 
came from Asia Minor and settled in northern 
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Italy. From them, Romans acquired architectural 
styles and skills in road construction, sanitation, 
hydraulic engineering (including underground 
conduits), metallurgy, ceramics, and portrait 
sculpture. Etruscan words and names entered the 
Latin language, and Roman religion absorbed 
Etruscan gods. 

The Etruscans had expanded their territory in 
Italy during the seventh and sixth centuries B.C., 
and they controlled the monarchy in Rome. De- 
feated by Celts, Greeks, and finally Romans, by 
the third century B.c. the Etruscans ceased to ex- 
ercise any political power in Italy. 

Rome became a republic at the end of the sixth 
century B.c.—the traditional date is 509 B.c.— 
when the landowning aristocrats, or patricians, 
overthrew the Etruscan king. As in the Greek 
cities, the transition from theocratic monarchy 
to republic offered possibilities for political and 
legal growth. In the opening phase of republican 
history, religion governed the people, dictated the 
law, and legitimized the rule of the patricians, 
who regarded themselves as the preservers of sa- 
cred traditions. Gradually, the Romans loosened 
the ties between religion and politics and ham- 
mered out a constitutional system that paralleled 
the Greek achievement of rationalizing and sec- 
ularizing politics and law. In time, the Romans, 
like the Greeks, came to view law as an expres- 
sion of the public will and not as the creation of 
god-kings, priest-kings, or a priestly caste. 

The impetus for the growth of the Roman 
constitution came from a conflict—known as 
the Struggle of the Orders—between the patri- 
cians and the commoners, or plebeians. At the 
beginning of the fifth century B.c., the patrician- 
dominated government consisted of two annually 
elected executives called consuls, the Centuriate 
Assembly, and the Senate. Patricians owned most 
of the land and controlled the army. The two con- 
suls, who came from the nobility, commanded the 
army, served as judges, and initiated legislation. 

The Centuriate Assembly was a popular as- 
sembly, but because of voting procedures, it was 
controlled by the nobility. The Assembly elected 
consuls and other magistrates and made the laws, 
which also needed Senate approval. The Senate 
advised the Assembly but did not itself enact laws; 
it controlled public finances and foreign policy. 
Senators either were appointed for life terms by 
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509 B.c. 


287 End of the Struggle of the Orders 


264-241 
218-201 
133-122 
88-83 
49-44 
2:7 BGs 


Caesar is dictator of Rome 


A.D. 180 


Expulsion of the Etruscan monarch 


First Punic War: Rome acquires provinces 
Second Punic War: Hannibal is defeated 
Land reforms by the Gracchi brothers; they are murdered by the Senate 


Conflict between Sulla and the forces of Marius; Sulla emerges as dictator 


Octavian assumes the title Augustus and becomes, in effect, the first Roman 
emperor; start of the Pax Romana 


Marcus Aurelius dies; end of the Pax Romana 


212 Roman citizenship is granted to virtually all free inhabitants of Roman provinces 


235-285 
285-305 


Military anarchy; Germanic incursions 


Diocletian tries to deal with the crisis by creating a regimented state 


378 Battle of Adrianople: Visigoths defeat the Roman legions 


406 Borders collapse, Germanic tribes move into the Empire 


476 End of the Roman Empire in the West 


the consuls or were former magistrates. The Sen- 
ate was the principal organ of patrician power. 

The tension between patricians and common- 
ers stemmed from plebeian grievances, which 
included enslavement for debt, discrimination in 
the courts, prevention of intermarriage with pa- 
tricians, lack of political representation, and the 
absence of a written code of laws. Resenting their 
inferior status and eager for economic relief, the 
plebeians organized and waged a struggle for po- 
litical, legal, and social equality. 

The plebeians had one decisive weapon: their 
threat to secede from Rome, that is, not to pay 
taxes, work, or serve in the army. Realizing that 
Rome, which was constantly involved in warfare 
on the Italian peninsula, could not endure without 
plebeian help, the pragmatic patricians grudgingly 
made concessions. Thus, the plebeians slowly 
gained legal equality. 

Early in the fifth century, the plebeians won 
the right to form their own assembly (the Plebe- 
ian Assembly, which was later enlarged and called 
the Tribal Assembly). This assembly could elect 





tribunes, officials who were empowered to protect 
plebeian rights. As a result of plebeian pressure, 
around 450 B.c. the first Roman code of laws was 
written. Called the Twelve Tables, the code gave 
plebeians some degree of protection against unfair 
and oppressive patrician officials, who could inter- 
pret customary law in an arbitrary way. Other con- 
cessions gained later by the plebeians included the 
right to intermarry with patricians; access to the 
highest political, judicial, and religious offices in 
the state; and the elimination of slavery as payment 
for debt. In 287 B.c., a date generally recognized as 
the termination of the plebeian—patrician struggle, 
laws passed by the Tribal Assembly no longer re- 
quired the Senate’s approval. Now the plebeians 
had full civil equality and legal protection, and 
their assembly had full power to enact legislation. 
Despite these changes, Rome was still ruled by 
an upper class. The oligarchy that held power now 
consisted of patricians and influential plebeians 
who had joined forces with the old nobility. Mar- 
riages between patricians and politically powerful 
plebeians strengthened this alliance. Generally only 
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wealthy plebeians became tribunes, and they tended 
to side with the old nobility rather than defend the 
interests of poor plebeians. By using bribes, the 
ruling oligarchy maintained control over the As- 
sembly, and the Senate remained a bastion of aris- 
tocratic power. Deeming themselves Rome’s finest 
citizens, the ruling oligarchy led Rome during its 
period of expansion and demonstrated a sense of 
responsibility and a talent for statesmanship. 

During the two-hundred-year Struggle of the 
Orders, the Romans forged a constitutional sys- 
tem based on civic needs rather than on religious 
mystery. The essential duty of government ceased 
to be the regular performance of religious rituals 
and became the maintenance of order at home 
and the preservation of Roman might and dignity 
in international relations. Although the Romans 
retained the ceremonies and practices of their 
ancestral religion, public interest, not religious 
tradition or the prospect of divine punishment, 
determined the content of law. Public interest was 
also the standard by which all the important acts 
of the city were judged. In the opening stage of 
republican history, law was priestly and sacred, 
spoken only by priests and known only to men 
of religious families. Gradually, as law was writ- 
ten, debated, and altered, it became disentangled 
from religion. Another step in this process of sec- 
ularization and rationalization occurred when the 
study and interpretation of law passed from the 
hands of priests to a class of professional jurists, 
who analyzed, classified, and systematized it and 
sought commonsense solutions to legal problems. 

The Roman constitution was not a product of 
abstract thought, nor was it the gift of a great law- 
maker, such as the Athenian Solon. Rather, like the 
unwritten English constitution, the Roman constitu- 
tion evolved gradually and empirically in response to 
specific needs. The Romans, unlike the Greeks, were 
distinguished by practicality and common sense, not 
by a love of abstract thought. In their pragmatic and 
empirical fashion, they gradually developed the pro- 
cedures of public politics and the legal state. 


ROMAN EXPANSION TO 146 B.c. 


At the time of the Struggle of the Orders, Rome 
was also extending its power over the Italian pen- 
insula. Without the civic harmony and stability 
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STATUE PORTRAIT, FIRST CENTURY A.D. The 
Romans valued family, city, and tradition. Here a 
noble proudly exhibits the busts of his ancestors. 


gained by patrician concessions, it could not have 
achieved expansion. By 146 B.c., it had become 
the dominant power in the Mediterranean world. 

Roman expansion occurred in three main 
stages: the uniting of the Italian peninsula, which 
gave Rome the manpower that transformed it from 
a city-state into a great power; the collision with 
Carthage, from which Rome emerged as ruler of 
the western Mediterranean; and the subjugation 
of the Hellenistic states, which brought Romans 
in close contact with Greek civilization. As Rome 
expanded territorially, its leaders enlarged their 
vision. Instead of restricting citizenship to people 
having ethnic kinship, Rome assimilated other 
peoples into its political community. As law had 
grown to cope with the earlier grievances of the 
plebeians, so too it adjusted to the new situations 
resulting from the creation of a multinational 
empire. The city of Rome was evolving into the 
city of humanity—the cosmopolis envisioned by 
the Stoics. 


The Uniting of Italy 


During the first stage of expansion, Rome ex- 
tended its hegemony over Italy, subduing in the 
process neighboring Latin kinsmen, semicivilized 
Italian tribes, the once-dominant Etruscans, and 
Greek city-states in southern Italy. Rome’s con- 
quest of Italy stemmed in part from superior mili- 
tary organization, training, and, iron discipline. 
Copying the Greeks, the Romans organized their 
soldiers into battle formations; in contrast, their 
opponents often fought as disorganized hordes, 
which were prone to panic and flight. Romans 
also willingly made sacrifices so that Rome might 
endure. In conquering Italy, they were united by a 
moral and religious devotion to their city strong 
enough to overcome social conflict, factional dis- 
putes, and personal ambition. Also fueling Roman 
expansion was an aristocratic ethos that placed the 
highest value on glory. Demonstrating prowess in 
war, aristocrats believed, was the finest way to win 
the esteem of fellow Romans, bring honor to their 
family, and enhance their own political career. 
Despite its army’s strength, Rome could not 
have mastered Italy without the cooperation of 
other Italian peoples. Like other ancient peoples, 
Rome plundered, enslaved, and brutalized, at 
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times with great ferocity. But it also endeavored, 
through generous treatment, to gain the loyalty 
of conquered people. Some defeated communities 
retained a measure of self-government but turned 
the conduct of foreign affairs over to Rome and 
contributed contingents to the army when Rome 
went to war. Other conquered people received 
partial or full citizenship. In extending its domin- 
ion over Italy, Rome displayed a remarkable tal- 
ent for converting former enemies into allies and 
eventually into Roman citizens. No Greek city 
had ever envisaged integrating nonnatives into its 
political community. 


The Conquest of the 
Mediterranean World 


When Rome finished unifying Italy, there were 
five great powers in the Mediterranean area: the 
Seleucid monarchy in the Near East, the Ptolemaic 
monarchy in Egypt, the kingdom of Macedonia, 
Carthage in the western Mediterranean, and the 
Roman-dominated Italian Confederation. One 
hundred twenty years later—in 146 B.c.—Rome 
had subjected the other states to its dominion. 

Roman expansion beyond Italy did not pro- 
ceed according to a set plan. Indeed, some Roman 
leaders considered involvement in foreign adven- 
tures a threat to both Rome’s security and its tra- 
ditional way of life. However, as its interests grew, 
Rome was drawn into conflicts and, without plan- 
ning it, acquired an overseas empire. 

Shortly after asserting supremacy in Italy, 
Rome engaged Carthage, the other great power in 
the western Mediterranean, in a prolonged con- 
flict, the First Punic War (264-241 B.c.). Founded 
about 800 B.c. by Phoenicians, the North African 
city of Carthage had become a prosperous com- 
mercial center. The Carthaginians had acquired 
an empire comprising North Africa and coastal 
regions of southern Spain, Sardinia, Corsica, and 
western Sicily. 

War between the two great powers began be- 
cause Rome feared Carthage’s designs on the 
northern Sicilian city of Messana. Rome was ap- 
prehensive about the southern Italian city-states 
that were its allies, fearing that Carthage would 
use Messana either to attack them or to interfere 
with their trade. Rome decided that the security of 
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A ROMAN WARSHIP WITH LEGIONNAIRES ON A RELIEF FROM THE TEMPLE OF 


FORTUNA PRIMIGENIA, First CENTURY B.c. Roman soldiers fought on sea as 
well as on land, conquering nations throughout the Mediterranean area during 


the eras of the Republic and the Empire. 


its allies required intervention in Sicily. Although 
Rome suffered severe losses—including the anni- 
hilation of an army that had invaded North Af- 
rica and the destruction of hundreds of ships in 
battle and storms—the Romans never considered 
anything but a victor’s peace. Drawing manpower 
from loyal allies throughout Italy, Rome finally 
prevailed over Carthage, which had to surrender 
Sicily to Rome. Three years later, Rome seized the 
islands of Corsica and Sardinia from a weakened 
Carthage. With the acquisition of these territories 
beyond Italy, which were made into provinces, 
Rome had the beginnings of an empire. 
Carthaginian expansion in Spain precipitated 
the Second Punic War (218-201 B.c.). Coming 
from Spain, the Carthaginian army was com- 
manded by Hannibal (247-183 B.c.), whose mili- 
tary genius astounded the ancients. Hannibal led 


a seasoned army, complete with war elephants for 
charging enemy lines, across mountain passes so 
steep and icy that men and animals sometimes lost 
their footing and fell to their deaths. Some twenty- 
six thousand men survived the crossing into Italy; 
fifteen thousand more were recruited from Gallic 
tribesmen of the Po Valley. At the battle of Can- 
nae (216 B.c.), the Carthaginian forces, in a bril- 
liant encircling maneuver, completely destroyed a 
Roman army of sixty thousand soldiers—the larg- 
est single force Rome had ever put into the field. 
The butchering by hand of the trapped Roman 
soldiers lasted for hours. 

These were the Republic’s worst days. Never- 
theless, says the Roman historian Livy, the Ro- 
mans did not breathe a word of peace. Hannibal 
could not follow up his victory at Cannae with a 
finishing blow, for Rome wisely would not allow 


its army to be lured into another major engage- 
ment. Nor did Hannibal possess the manpower to 
capture the city itself with its formidable fortifi- 
cations. In addition, most of Rome’s Italian allies 
remained loyal, although many southern Ital- 
lan cities went over to Hannibal. Rome quickly 
raised and equipped new legions, even enlisting 
seventeen-year-olds and promising freedom to 
slaves and amnesty to criminals who volunteered 
to serve. To finance the army, taxes were doubled 
and women surrendered their jewelry to the state. 

When Rome invaded North Africa, threaten- 
ing Carthage, Hannibal was forced to withdraw 
his troops from Italy in order to defend his home- 
land. Hannibal, who had won every battle in Italy, 
was defeated by Scipio Africanus at the battle of 
Zama in North Africa in 202 B.c. Carthage was 
compelled to surrender Spain and to give up its 
elephants and its navy. Sheer determination, vast 
reserves of manpower, and the state’s willingness 
to garner its wealth to strengthen its legions ex- 
plain Rome’s victory. 

The Second Punic War left Rome as the sole 
great power in the western Mediterranean; it also 
hastened Rome’s entry into the politics of the Hel- 
lenistic world. In the year after Cannae, during 
Rome’s darkest ordeal, Philip V of Macedonia en- 
tered into an alliance with Hannibal. Fearing that 
the Macedonian ruler might invade Italy, Rome 
initiated the First Macedonian War and won it in 
205 B.c. To end Macedonian influence in Greece, 
which Rome increasingly viewed as a Roman pro- 
tectorate, the Romans fought two other wars with 
Macedonia. Finally, in 148 B.c., Rome created the 
province of Macedonia. 

Intervention in Greece led to Roman involve- 
ment in the Hellenistic kingdoms of the Near East 
and Asia Minor: Seleucia, Egypt, and Pergamum. 
The Hellenistic states became client kingdoms 
of Rome and consequently lost their freedom of 
action in foreign affairs. 

In 146 B.c., the same year that Rome’s hege- 
mony over the Hellenistic world was ensured, 
Rome concluded an unnecessary Third Punic War 
with Carthage. It had launched this war of anni- 
hilation against Carthage in 149 B.c. even though 
Carthage was by then a second-rate power and 
no longer a threat to Rome’s security. The Romans 
were driven by old hatreds and the traumatic 
memory of Hannibal’s near-conquest. Rome sold 
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Carthaginian survivors into slavery, obliterated 
the city, and turned the territory into the Roman 
province of Africa. Rome’s savage and irrational 
behavior toward a helpless Carthage was an early 
sign of the deterioration of senatorial leadership; 
there would be others. 

Rome had not yet reached the limits of its ex- 
pansion, but there was no doubt that by 146 B.c. 
the Mediterranean world had been subjected to 
its will. No power could stand up to Rome. 


The Consequences of Expansion 


Expansion had important consequences for Rome 
and the Mediterranean world. Thousands of 
Greeks, many of them educated persons who had 
been enslaved as a result of Rome’s eastern con- 
quests, came to Rome. This influx accelerated the 
process of Hellenization—the adoption of Greek 
culture—that had begun earlier through Rome’s 
contact with the Greek cities of southern Italy. 

A crucial consequence of expansion was Ro- 
man contact with the legal experience of other 
peoples, including the Greeks. Demonstrating 
the Roman virtues of pragmatism and common 
sense, Roman jurists selectively incorporated into 
Roman law elements of the legal codes and tradi- 
tions of these nations. Thus, Roman jurists gradu- 
ally and empirically fashioned the jus gentium, 
the law of nations, or peoples, which eventually 
was applied throughout the Empire. 

Roman conquerors transported to Italy hun- 
dreds of thousands of war captives, including 
Greeks, from all over the Empire. It is estimated 
that between 80 and 8 B.c., more than two million 
enslaved aliens were transported to Italy. By the 
middle of that century, slaves constituted about 
one-third of Italy’s population, compared with 
about 10 percent before the Second Punic War. 
The wars of conquest (and piracy) had made the 
slave trade a vast and lucrative commercial ven- 
ture. Like the Greeks, Romans considered slavery 
indispensable for the preservation of civilized life. 
Roman jurists and intellectuals regarded the divi- 
sion of humanity into masters and slaves as a rule 
of nature and viewed the slave as an animate tool, 
an object that produced and served; like other 
forms of property, slaves could be sold or rented 
out by their masters. The more fortunate or more 
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capable slaves worked as craftsmen and servants; 
the luckless and more numerous toiled, branded 
and chained, on the growing number of planta- 
tions or died early laboring in mines under inhu- 
man conditions. So brutal was their existence that 
they begged for death, reported a Roman observer. 
Roman masters often treated their slaves brutally. 
Torture was common, and masters sexually ex- 
ploited both male and female slaves for their own 
pleasure or compelled them to work as prostitutes. 
Although slave uprisings were not common, their 
ferocity terrified the Romans. In 135 B.c., slaves 
in Sicily revolted and captured some key towns, 
defeating Roman forces before being subdued. In 
73 B.C., gladiators, led by Spartacus, broke out of 
their barracks and were joined by tens of thou- 
sands of runaways. Spartacus aimed to escape 
into Gaul and Thrace, the homelands of many 
slaves. His slave army defeated Roman armies 
and devastated southern Italy before the superior 
might of Rome prevailed. Some six thousand of 
the defeated slaves were tortured and crucified on 
the road from Capua to Rome. 

Roman governors, lesser officials, and busi- 
nessmen found the provinces a source of quick 
wealth; they were generally unrestrained by the 
Senate, which was responsible for administering 
the overseas territories. Exploitation, corrup- 
tion, looting, and extortion soon ran rampant. 
“No administration in history has ever devoted 
itself so whole heartedly to fleecing its sub- 
jects for the private benefit of its ruling class as 
Rome of the last age of the Republic,” concludes 
E. Badian.! The Roman nobility proved unfit to 
manage a world empire. 

Despite numerous examples of misrule in the 
provinces, Roman administration had many posi- 
tive features. Rome generally allowed its subjects 
a large measure of self-government and did not 
interfere with religion and local customs. Usu- 
ally, the Roman taxes worked out to be no higher, 
and in some instances were lower, than those 
under previous regimes. Most important, Rome 


<4 Map 4.1 Roman Conquests During the 
Republic The conquest of Italy gave Rome the 
manpower to expand throughout the Mediterranean 
world. In the Second Punic War, Rome defeated its 
greatest rival, Carthage. 
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reduced the endemic warfare that had plagued 
these regions. 


CULTURE IN THE REPUBLIC 


One of the chief consequences of expansion 
was greater contact with Greek culture. During 
the third century B.c., Greek civilization started 
to exercise an increasing and fruitful influence 
on the Roman mind. Greek teachers, both slave 
and free, came to Rome and introduced Romans 
to Hellenic cultural achievements. As they con- 
quered the eastern Mediterranean, Roman gen- 
erals began to ship libraries and works of art 
from Greek cities to Rome. Roman sculpture 
and painting imitated Greek prototypes. In time, 
Romans acquired from Greece knowledge of sci- 
entific thought, philosophy, medicine, and geog- 
raphy. Roman writers and orators used Greek 
history, poetry, and oratory as models. Adopting 
the humanist outlook of the Greeks, the Romans 
came to value human intelligence and eloquent 
and graceful prose and poetry. Wealthy Romans 
retained Greek tutors, poets, and philosophers 
in their households and sent their sons to Athens 
to study. Thus, Rome creatively assimilated the 
Greek achievement and transmitted it to others, 
thereby extending the orbit of Hellenism. To be 
sure, some conservative Romans were hostile to 
the Greek influence, which they felt threatened 
traditional Roman values that had accounted for 
Rome’s greatness. Cato the Elder (234-149 B.c.) 
and other Roman moralists denounced Socrates 
for undermining respect for Athenian law and 
warned that Greek philosophy might lure Roman 
youth into similar subversive behavior. Moreover, 
said these moralists, Greek philosophy, with its 
endless discussions of abstract themes, contrasted 
with the virtue most cherished by Romans— 
gravitas or seriousness—which enabled Romans 
to conduct public affairs effectively. Philosophy 
seemed designed for a life of leisure and inaction, 
whereas a virtuous Roman was actively involved 
in practical civic matters. 

Plautus (c. 254-184 B.c.), Rome’s great- 
est playwright, adopted features of fourth- and 
third-century Greek comedy. His plays had Greek 
characters and took place in Greek settings; the 
actors wore the Greek style of dress. But the plays 
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also contained familiar elements that appealed to 
Roman audiences: scenes of gluttony, drunken- 
ness, womanizing, and the pains of love. 

Another playwright, Terence (c. 185-159 B.c.), 
was originally from North Africa and had been 
brought to Rome as a slave. His owner, a Roman 
senator, provided the talented youth with an edu- 
cation and freed him. Terence’s humor, restrained 
and refined, lacked the boisterousness of Plautus 
that Romans liked, but his style was technically 
superior. 

Catullus (c. 84—-c. 54 B.c.), a native of northern 
Italy, is generally regarded as one of the world’s 
great lyric poets. His father provided him with a 
gentleman’s education. Tormented by an ill-fated 
love, Catullus wrote memorable poems dealing 
with passion and its anguish. 

The leading Roman Epicurean philosopher, 
Lucretius (c. 96—-c. 55 B.c.), was influenced by 
the conflict fostered by two generals, Marius and 
Sulla, which is discussed later in this chapter. Dis- 
traught by the seemingly endless strife, Lucretius 
yearned for philosophical tranquillity. In his work 
On the Nature of Things, Lucretius expressed 
his appreciation of Epicurus. Like his mentor, 
Lucretius denounced superstition and religion for 
fostering psychological distress and advanced a 
materialistic conception of nature, one that left no 
room for the activity of gods—mechanical laws, 
not the gods, governed all physical happenings. To 
dispel the fear of punishment after death, Lucre- 
tius marshaled arguments to prove that the soul 
perishes with the body. Like Epicurus, he held that 
the simple life, devoid of political involvement 
and excessive passion, was the highest good and 
the path that would lead from emotional turmoil 
to peace of mind. 

Cicero (106-43 B.c.), a leading Roman states- 
man, was also a distinguished orator, an un- 
surpassed Latin stylist, and a student of Greek 
philosophy. His letters, more than eight hundred 
of which have survived, provide modern histori- 
ans with valuable insights into the politics of the 
late Republic. His Senate speeches have served 
as models of refined rhetoric for all students of 
the Latin language. Cicero’s discussion of such 
topics as republicanism, citizenship, friendship, 
virtue, duty, and justice had an enduring influence 
on Western moral and political thought. Dedi- 
cated to republicanism, Cicero sought to prevent 
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one-man rule. He admired the Stoic goal of the 
self-sufficient sage who sought to accord his life 
with standards of virtue inherent in nature. He 
adopted the Stoic belief that natural law governs 
the universe and applies to all, that all belong to 
a common humanity, and that reason is the in- 
dividual’s noblest faculty. Stoicism was the most 
influential philosophy in Rome. Its stress on virtu- 
ous conduct and performance of duty coincided 
with Roman ideals, and its doctrine of a natural 
law that applies to all nations harmonized with 
the requirements of a world empire. 

In the eighteenth century, the Founding Fathers 
of the United States praised Cicero’s natural law 
philosophy, which coincided with their belief in 
inalienable rights; his condemnation of tyranny; 
and his advocacy of liberty, republicanism, and 
constitutional government. 


THE COLLAPSE OF THE REPUBLIC 


In 146 B.c., Roman might spanned the Mediterra- 
nean world. After that year, the principal concerns 
of the Republic were no longer foreign invasions 
but adjusting city-state institutions to the de- 
mands of empire and overcoming critical social 
and political problems at home. The Republic 
proved unequal to either challenge. Instead of de- 
veloping a professional civil service to administer 
the conquered lands, Roman leaders attempted 
to govern an empire with city-state institutions, 
which had evolved for a different purpose. The 
established Roman administration proved unable 
to govern the Mediterranean world. In addition, 
Rome’s ruling elite showed little concern for the 
welfare of its subjects. Provincial rule worsened as 
governors, tax collectors, and soldiers shamelessly 
exploited the provincials. 

During Rome’s march to empire, all its classes 
had demonstrated a magnificent civic spirit in 
fighting foreign wars. With Carthage and Mace- 
donia no longer threatening Rome, this coopera- 
tion deteriorated. Internal dissension tore Rome 
apart as the ferocious drive for domination, for- 
merly directed against foreign enemies, turned in- 
ward against fellow Romans. Civil war replaced 
foreign war. 

Neither the Senate nor its opponents could re- 
juvenate the Republic. Eventually it collapsed, a 


victim of class tensions, poor leadership, power- 
hungry demagogues, and civil war. Underlying 
all these conditions was the breakdown of social 
harmony and the deterioration of civic patriotism. 
The Republic had conquered an empire, only to see 
the spiritual qualities of its citizens decay. In a high 
moral tone, the historian Sallust (c. 86-34 B.c.) 
condemned the breakdown of republican values: 


Growing love of money, and the lust for 
power which followed it, engendered every 
kind of evil. Avarice destroyed honor, integrity, 
and every other virtue, and instead taught men 
to be proud and cruel, to neglect religion, and 
to hold nothing too sacred to sell. Ambition 
tempted many to be false... . At first these 
vices grew slowly and sometimes met with 
punishments; later on, when the disease had 
spread like a plague, Rome changed: her gov- 
ernment, once so just and admirable, became 
harsh and unendurable.? 


The Gracchian Revolution 


The downhill slide of the Republic began with an 
agricultural crisis. During the long war with Han- 
nibal in Italy, farms were devastated, and with 
many Roman soldier-farmers serving in the army 
for long periods, fields lay neglected. Returning 
veterans lacked the wealth to restore their land. 
They were forced to sell their farms to wealthy 
landowners at low prices. 

Another factor that helped to squeeze out the 
small farm owners was the importation of hundreds 
of thousands of slaves to work on large plantations, 
called latifundia. This massive use of slave labor 
was unprecedented in Roman history. Farmers 
who had formerly increased their meager incomes 
by working for wages on neighboring large estates 
were no longer needed. Sinking ever deeper into 
poverty and debt, they gave up their lands and went 
to Rome and other cities to seek work. The dispos- 
sessed peasantry found little to do in Rome, where 
there was not enough industry to provide them 
with employment and where much of the work was 
done by slaves. The once sturdy and independent 
Roman farmer, who had done all that his country 
had asked of him, was becoming part of a vast ur- 
ban underclass, poor, embittered, and alienated. 
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In 133 B.c., Tiberius Gracchus (163-133 
B.C.), who came from one of Rome’s most hon- 
ored families, was elected tribune. Distressed by 
the injustice done to the peasantry and recogniz- 
ing that the Roman army depended on the loy- 
alty of small landowners, Tiberius made himself 
the spokesman for land reform. He proposed a 
simple and moderate solution for the problem 
of the landless peasants: he would revive an old 
law barring any Roman from using more than 
312 acres of the state-owned land obtained in 
the process of uniting Italy. For many years, 
the upper class had ignored this law, occupying 
vast tracts of public land as squatters and treat- 
ing this land as their own. By enforcing the law, 
Tiberius hoped to free land for distribution to 
landless citizens. 

Rome’s leading families viewed Tiberius as a 
revolutionary who threatened their property and 
political authority. They also feared that he was 
seeking to stir up the poor in order to gain po- 
litical power for himself. To preserve the status 
quo, with wealth and power concentrated in the 
hands of a few hundred families, senatorial ex- 
tremists killed Tiberius and some three hundred 
of his followers, dumping their bodies into the 
Tiber. 

The cause of land reform was next taken up 
by Gaius Gracchus (153-121 B.c.), a younger 
brother of Tiberius, who was elected tribune in 
123 B.c. Gaius aided the poor by reintroducing 
his brother’s plan for land distribution and by en- 
abling them to buy grain from the state at less than 
half the market price. But like his brother, Gaius 
aroused the anger of the senatorial class who or- 
dered his murder. A brief civil war raged in Rome, 
during which Gaius Gracchus (who may have 
committed suicide) and three thousand of his fol- 
lowers perished. 

By killing the Gracchi, the Senate had sub- 
stituted violence for reason and made murder a 
means of coping with troublesome opposition. 
Soon the club and the dagger became common 
weapons in Roman politics, hurling Rome into 
an era of political violence that ended with the 
destruction of the Republic. Although the Senate 
considered itself the guardian of republican liberty, 
in reality it was expressing the determination of a 
few hundred families to retain their control over 
the state. It is a classic example of a once creative 


84 + 


minority clinging tenaciously to power long after 
it had ceased to govern effectively or to inspire al- 
legiance. In the century after the Gracchi, Roman 
politics was bedeviled by intrigues, rivalries, per- 
sonal ambition, and political violence. The Senate 
behaved like a decadent oligarchy, and the Tribal 
Assembly, which had become the voice of the 
urban mob, demonstrated a weakness for dema- 
gogues, an openness to bribery, and an abundance 
of deceit and incompetence. The Roman Republic 
had passed the peak of its greatness. 


Rival Generals 


Marius (157-86 B.c.), who became consul in 
107 B.c., adopted a military policy that eventu- 
ally contributed to the wrecking of the Republic. 
Short of troops for a campaign in Numidia in 
North Africa, Marius disposed of the traditional 
property requirement for entrance into the army 
and filled his legions with volunteers from the 
urban poor, a dangerous precedent. These new 
soldiers, disillusioned with Rome, served only be- 
cause Marius held out the promise of pay, loot, 
and land grants after discharge. They gave their 
loyalty not to Rome but to Marius, and they re- 
mained loyal to their commander only as long as 
he fulfilled his promises. 

Other ambitious commanders followed the 
example set by Marius. They saw that a gen- 
eral could use his army to advance his political 
career—that by retaining the confidence of his 
soldiers, he could cow the Senate and dictate 
Roman policy. No longer an instrument of gov- 
ernment, the army became a private possession 
of generals. Seeing its authority undermined by 
generals appointed by the Assembly, the Sen- 
ate was forced to seek army commanders who 
would champion the cause of senatorial rule. 
In time, Rome would be engulfed in civil wars, 
as rival generals used their troops to strengthen 
their political affiliations and to further their 
own ambitions. 

Meanwhile, the Senate continued to deal in- 
effectively with Rome’s problems. When Rome’s 
Italian allies—who had provided the manpower 
needed to conquer the empire—pressed for citi- 
zenship, the Senate refused to make concessions. 
The Senate’s shortsightedness plunged Italy into 


4 Rome: From City-State to World Empire 


a terrible war known as the Social War (91-88 
B.c.). As war ravaged the peninsula, the Romans 
reversed their policy and conferred citizenship on 
the Italians. The unnecessary and ruinous rebel- 
lion petered out. 

A conflict over who would command an army 
in the east broke out between Marius and Sulla 
(138-78 B.c.), who had distinguished himself in 
the Social War. In this prolonged civil war, Sulla 
won the first round, capturing the capital. But 
then Marius and his troops retook Rome and, in 
a frenzy, lashed out at Sulla’s supporters. The kill- 
ing lasted for five days and nights. Marius died 
shortly afterward. Sulla quickly subdued Marius’s 
supporters on his return and instituted a terror 
that far surpassed Marius’s violence. 

Sulla believed that only rule by an aristocratic 
oligarchy could protect Rome from future military 
adventurers and ensure domestic peace. Conse- 
quently, he restored the Senate’s right to veto acts 
of the Assembly, limited the power of the tribunes 
and the Assembly, and, to prevent any march on 
Rome, reduced the military authority of provin- 
cial governors. To make the Senate less oligarchic, 
he increased its membership to six hundred. Hav- 
ing put through these reforms, Sulla retired. 


Julius Caesar 


The Senate, however, failed to wield its restored 
authority effectively. The Republic was still men- 
aced by military commanders who used their 
troops for their own political advantage, and 
underlying problems remained unsolved. In 
60 B.C., a triumvirate (a ruling group of three) 
consisting of Julius Caesar (c. 100-44 B.c.), a pol- 
itician, Pompey, a general, and Crassus, a wealthy 
banker, conspired to take over Rome. The ablest 
of the three was Caesar, who descended from an 
ancient noble family. 

Recognizing the importance of a military 
command as a prerequisite for political promi- 
nence, Caesar gained command of the legions 
in Gaul in 59 B.c. The following year he began 
the conquest of the part of Gaul outside of Ro- 
man control, bringing the future France into the 
orbit of Greco-Roman culture. The campaign 
was brilliantly described in his Commentaries, 
although, to be sure, the work was a deliberate 
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attempt to apprise the Roman public of his mili- 
tary prowess. The successful Gallic campaigns 
and invasion of Britain revealed Caesar’s excep- 
tional talent for generalship: he acted decisively, 
moved troops rapidly, and had excellent rapport 
with his men. By plundering Gaul, he also ac- 
quired a fortune that could be used to further 
his political career. Indeed, Caesar’s victories 
alarmed the Senate, which feared that the pop- 
ular general would use his devoted troops and 
soaring reputation to seize control of the state. 

Meanwhile, the triumvirate had fallen apart. In 
53 B.c., Crassus had perished with his army in a 
disastrous campaign against the Parthians in the 
East. Pompey, who was jealous of Caesar’s success 
and eager to expand his own power, drew closer 
to the Senate. Supported by Pompey, the Senate 
ordered Caesar to relinquish his command. Cae- 
sar, realizing that without his troops he would be 
defenseless, decided instead to march on Rome. 
After he crossed the Rubicon River into Italy in 
49 B.c., civil war again ravaged the Republic. 
Pompey proved no match for so talented a gen- 
eral; the Senate acknowledged Caesar’s victory 
and appointed him to be dictator, a legal office, 
for ten years. 

Caesar realized that republican institutions no 
longer operated effectively and that only strong 
and enlightened leadership could permanently 
end the civil warfare destroying Rome. He fought 
exploitation in the provinces and generously ex- 
tended citizenship to more Italians and provin- 
cials. To aid the poor in Rome, he began a public 
works program, which provided employment 
and beautified the city. He also relocated more 
than a hundred thousand veterans and members 
of Rome’s lower class to the provinces, where he 
gave them land. 

In February 44 B.c., Rome’s ruling class, jeal- 
ous of Caesar’s success and power and afraid of 
his ambition, became thoroughly alarmed when 
his temporary dictatorship was converted into a 
lifelong office. The aristocracy saw this event as 
the end of senatorial government and their rule, 
which they equated with liberty, and as the begin- 
ning of a hated Hellenistic type of monarchy. On 
March 15, a group of aristocrats, regarding them- 
selves as defenders of republican traditions and 
institutions more than four-and-a-half centuries 
old, assassinated Caesar. 


The Republic’s Last Years 


The assassination of Julius Caesar did not restore 
republican liberty; rather, it plunged Rome into 
renewed civil war. Two of Caesar’s trusted lieu- 
tenants, Mark Antony and Lepidus, joined with 
Octavian, Caesar’s adopted son, and defeated the 
armies of Brutus and Cassius, conspirators in the 
plot against Caesar. After Lepidus was forced into 
political obscurity, Antony and Octavian fought 
each other, with control of Rome as the prize. In 
31 B.c., at the naval battle of Actium in western 
Greece, Octavian crushed the forces of Antony 
and his wife, Egypt’s Queen Cleopatra. Octavian 
emerged as master of Rome and four years later 
became, in effect, the first Roman emperor. 

The Roman Republic, which had amassed 
power to a degree hitherto unknown in the an- 
cient world, was wrecked not by foreign invasion 
but by internal weaknesses: the degeneration of 
senatorial leadership and the transformation of 
political rivalry into violence and terror in which 
opponents were condemned to death and their 
property confiscated; the formation of private 
armies, in which soldiers gave their loyalty to 
their commander rather than to Rome; the trans- 
formation of a self-reliant peasantry into an im- 
poverished and demoralized city rabble; and the 
deterioration of the ancient virtues that had been 
the source of the state’s vitality. Before 146 B.c., 
the threat posed by foreign enemies, particularly 
Carthage, forced Romans to work together for 
the benefit of the state. This social cohesion broke 
down when foreign danger had been reduced. 


AUGUSTUS AND THE FOUNDATIONS 
OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE 


After Octavian’s forces defeated those of Antony 
and Cleopatra at the battle of Actium, no oppo- 
nents could stand up to him. The century of civil 
war, political murder, corruption, and misman- 
agement had exhausted the Mediterranean world, 
which longed for order. Like Caesar before him, 
Octavian recognized that only a strong monarchy 
could rescue Rome from civil war and anarchy. 
But, learning from Caesar’s assassination, he also 
knew that republican ideals were far from dead. 
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To exercise autocratic power openly, like a Helle- 
nistic monarch, would have aroused the hostility 
of the Roman ruling class, whose assistance and 
good will Octavian desired. 

Octavian demonstrated his political genius by 
reconciling his military monarchy with republi- 
can institutions: he held absolute power without 
abruptly breaking with a republican past. Mag- 
istrates were still elected, and assemblies still 
met; the Senate administered certain provinces, 
retained its treasury, and was invited to advise 
Octavian. With some truth, Octavian could claim 
that he ruled in partnership with the Senate. By 
maintaining the facade of the Republic, Octavian 
camouflaged his absolute power and contained 
senatorial opposition, which had already been 
weakened by the deaths of leading nobles in bat- 
tle or in the purges that Octavian had instituted 
against his enemies. 

In 27 B.c., Octavian shrewdly offered to sur- 
render his power, knowing that the Senate, purged 
of opposition, would demand that he continue to 
lead the state. By this act, Octavian could claim 
to be a legitimate constitutional ruler leading a 
government of law, not one of lawless despotism, 
which was hateful to the Roman mentality. In 
keeping with his policy of maintaining the appear- 
ance of traditional republican government, Octa- 
vian refused to be called king or even, like Caesar, 
dictator. Instead, he cleverly disguised his auto- 
cratic rule by taking the inoffensive title princeps 
(first citizen); the rule of Octavian and his succes- 
sors is referred to as the principate. The Senate 
also honored Octavian by conferring on him the 
semireligious and revered name of Augustus. 

The reign of Augustus signified the end of the 
Roman Republic and the beginning of the Roman 
Empire—the termination of aristocratic politics 
and the emergence of one-man rule. Despite his 
introduction of autocratic rule, however, Augustus 
was by no means a self-seeking tyrant, but a cre- 
ative statesman. Heir to the Roman tradition of 
civic duty, he regarded his power as a public trust 
delegated to him by the Roman people. He was 
faithful to the classical ideal that the state should 
promote the good life by protecting civilization 
from barbarism and ignorance, and he sought to 
rescue a dying Roman world by restoring politi- 
cal order and reviving the moral values and civic 
spirit that had contributed to Rome’s greatness. 
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Augustus instituted reforms and improvements 
throughout the Empire. He reformed the army to 
guard against the reemergence of ambitious gen- 
erals like those whose rivalries and private armies 
had wrecked the Republic. He maintained the loy- 
alty of his soldiers by ensuring that veterans, on 
discharge, would receive substantial bonuses and 
land in Italy or in the provinces. For the city of 
Rome, Augustus had aqueducts and water mains 
built, bringing water to most Roman homes. He 
created a fire brigade, which reduced the danger of 
great conflagrations in crowded tenement districts, 
and he organized a police force to contain violence. 
He improved the distribution of free grain to the 
impoverished proletariat, and he financed the pop- 
ular gladiatorial combats out of his own funds. 

In Italy, Augustus had roads repaired, fostered 
public works, and arranged for Italians to play a 
more important role in the administration of the 
Empire. He earned the gratitude of the provincials 
by correcting tax abuses and fighting corruption 
and extortion, as well as by improving the quality 
of governors and enabling aggrieved provincials to 
bring charges against Roman officials. An imperial 
bureaucracy, which enabled talented and dedicated 
men to serve the state, gradually evolved. 


THE PAX ROMANA 


The brilliant statesmanship of Augustus inaugu- 
rated Rome’s greatest age. For the next two hun- 
dred years, the Mediterranean world enjoyed the 
blessings of the Pax Romana, the Roman peace. 
The ancient world had never experienced such a 
long period of peace, order, efficient administra- 
tion, and prosperity. Although both proficient and 
inept rulers succeeded Augustus, the essential fea- 
tures of the Pax Romana persisted. 


The Successors of Augustus 


The first four emperors who succeeded Augustus 
were related either to him or to his third wife, 
Livia. They constituted the Julio-Claudian dy- 
nasty, which ruled from a.p. 14 to 68. Although 
their reigns were marked by conspiracies, sum- 
mary executions, and assassinations, the essential 
achievements of Augustus were preserved. 


The Julio-Claudian dynasty came to an end 
when the emperor Nero committed suicide in A.D. 
68. Nero had grown increasingly tyrannical and 
had lost the confidence of the people, the sena- 
torial class, and the generals, who rose in revolt. 
In the year following his death, anarchy reigned 
as military leaders competed for the throne. After 
a bloody civil war, the execution of two emper- 
ors, and the suicide of another, Vespasian gained 
the principate. His reign (A.D. 69-79) marked the 
beginning of the Flavian dynasty. By having the 
great Colosseum of Rome constructed for gladi- 
atorial contests, Vespasian earned the gratitude of 
the city’s inhabitants. He also had nationalist up- 
risings put down in Gaul and Judea. 

In Judea, Roman rule clashed with Jewish 
religious-national sentiments. Recognizing the te- 
nacity with which Jews clung to their faith, the 
Roman leaders deliberately refrained from inter- 
fering with Hebraic religious beliefs and practices. 
Numerous privileges, such as exemption from em- 
peror worship because it conflicted with the re- 
quirements of strict monotheism, were extended 
to Jews not only in Judea but throughout the Em- 
pire. Sometimes, however, the Romans engaged 
in activities that outraged the Jews. For example, 
the emperor Caligula (a.p. 37-41) ordered that a 
golden statue of himself be placed in Jerusalem’s 
temple, the central site and focus of Jewish re- 
ligious life. To the Jews, this display of a pagan 
idol in their midst was an abomination. The order 
was rescinded when the Jews demonstrated their 
readiness to resist. 

Relations between the Jews of Judea and the 
Roman authorities deteriorated progressively in 
succeeding decades. Militant Jews, who rejected 
Roman rule as a threat to the purity of Jewish 
life, urged their people to take up arms. Feeling a 
religious obligation to reestablish an independent 
kingdom in their ancient homeland and unable to 
reconcile themselves to subjection to hated idola- 
ters, the Jews launched a full-scale war of libera- 
tion in A.D. 66. In A.D. 70, after a five-month siege 
had inflicted terrible punishment on the Jews, Ro- 
man armies captured Jerusalem and destroyed the 
temple. 

Vespasian was succeeded by his sons Titus 
(a.D. 79-81) and Domitian (a.p. 81-96). The 
reign of Titus was made memorable by the erup- 
tion of Mount Vesuvius, which devastated the 
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towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum. After Ti- 
tus’s brief time as emperor, his younger brother 
Domitian became ruler. Upon crushing a revolt 
led by the Roman commander in Upper Germany, 
a frightened Domitian executed many leading 
Romans. These actions led to his assassination 
in A.D. 96, ending the Flavian dynasty. 

The Senate selected one of its own, Nerva, to 
succeed the murdered Domitian. Nerva’s reign 
(A.D. 96-98) was brief and uneventful. But he in- 
troduced a wise practice that would endure until 
A.D. 180: he adopted as his son and designated 
as his heir a man with proven ability, Trajan, the 
governor of Upper Germany. This adoptive sys- 
tem ensured a succession of competent rulers. 

During his rule (a.p. 98-117), Trajan eased the 
burden of taxation in the provinces, provided for 
the needs of poor children, and had public works 
built. With his enlarged army, he conquered Dacia 
(parts of Romania and Hungary), where he seized 
vast quantities of gold and silver. He made the ter- 
ritory into a Roman province, adding to the large 
frontier Rome had to protect. The settlement of 
the region by many of Trajan’s veterans led to its 
Romanization. 

Trajan’s successor, Hadrian (A.D. 117-138), 
strengthened border defenses in Britain and 
fought the second Hebrew revolt in Judea (A.D. 
132-135). After initial successes, including the 
liberation of Jerusalem, the Jews were again de- 
feated by superior Roman might. The majority 
of Palestinian Jews were killed, sold as slaves, or 
forced to seek refuge in other lands. The Romans 
renamed the province Syria Palestina; they for- 
bade Jews to enter Jerusalem, except once a year; 
and they encouraged non-Jews to settle the land. 
Although the Jews continued to maintain a pres- 
ence in Palestine, they had become a dispossessed 
and dispersed people. 

After Hadrian came another ruler who had 
a long reign, Antoninus Pius (A.D. 138-161). He 
introduced humane and just reforms: limits on 
the right of masters to torture their slaves to ob- 
tain evidence and the establishment of the princi- 
ple that an accused person be considered innocent 
until proven guilty. During his reign, the Empire 
remained peaceful and prosperous. 

Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 161-180), the next em- 
peror, was also a philosopher; his Meditations 
eloquently expressed Stoic thought. His reign was 





ARCH OF TITUS, C. A.D. 81, CONCRETE FACED WITH 
MarB_e, Rome. The arch stands at the crest of 
the Sacred Way to commemorate Titus’ successful 
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A.D. 81 by his brother, the Emperor Domitian. 


marked by renewed conflict in the East, with the 
kingdom of Parthia. The Roman legions were vic- 
torious in this campaign but brought back from 
the East an epidemic that decimated the popula- 
tion of the Empire. 

From the accession of Nerva in A.D. 96 to the 
death of Marcus Aurelius in A.D. 180, the Roman 
Empire was ruled by the “Five Good Emperors.” 
During this period, the Empire was at the height 
of its power and prosperity, and nearly all its 
peoples benefited. The four emperors preceding 
Marcus Aurelius had no living sons, so they re- 
sorted to the adoptive system in selecting succes- 
sors, which served Rome effectively. But Marcus 
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Rome: From City-State to World Empire 


Aurelius chose his own son, Commodus, to suc- 
ceed him. With the accession of Commodus, a 
misfit and a megalomaniac, in a.D. 180, the Pax 
Romana came to an end. 


The “Time of Happiness” 


The Romans called the Pax Romana the “Time 
of Happiness.” They saw this period as the ful- 
fillment of Rome’s mission: the creation of a 
world-state that provided peace, security, ordered 
civilization, and the rule of law. Roman legions 
defended the Rhine—Danube River frontiers from 
incursions by German tribesmen, held the Parthi- 
ans at bay in the East, and subdued the few up- 
risings that occurred. Nerva’s adoptive system of 
selecting emperors provided Rome with internal 
stability and a succession of exceptionally able 
emperors. These Roman emperors did not use 
military force needlessly but fought for sensible 
political goals. Generals did not wage war reck- 
lessly; instead, they tried to limit casualties, avoid 
risks, and deter conflicts by a show of force. On 
balance, the Pax Romana was one of the finest 
periods in world history. 


Constructive Rule. Roman rule was construc- 
tive. The Romans built roads—some fifty-three 
thousand miles of roads from Scotland to the 
Euphrates—improved harbors, cleared forests, 
drained swamps, irrigated deserts, and cultivated 
undeveloped lands. The aqueducts they con- 
structed brought fresh water for drinking and 
bathing to large numbers of people, and the effec- 
tive sewage systems enhanced the quality of life. 
Goods were transported over roads made safe by 
Roman soldiers and across a Mediterranean Sea 
swept clear of pirates. A wide variety of goods cir- 
culated throughout the Empire. A stable currency, 
generally not subject to depreciation, contributed 
to the economic well-being of the Mediterranean 
world. 

Scores of new cities sprang up, and old ones grew 
larger and wealthier. Although these municipalities 
had lost their power to wage war and had to bow to 
the will of the emperors, they retained considerable 
freedom of action in local matters. Imperial troops 
guarded against civil wars within the cities and 
prevented warfare between cities—two traditional 


weaknesses of city life in the ancient world. The mu- 
nicipalities served as centers of Greco-Roman civi- 
lization, which spread to the farthest reaches of the 
Mediterranean, continuing a process initiated during 
the Hellenistic Age. Citizenship, generously granted, 
was finally extended to virtually all free men by an 
edict of A.D. 212. 


Improved Conditions for Slaves and Women. 
Conditions improved for those at the bottom of 
society, the slaves. At the time of Augustus, slaves 
may have accounted for a quarter of the popula- 
tion of Italy. But their numbers declined as Rome 
engaged in fewer wars of conquest. The freeing 
of slaves also became more common during the 
Empire. Freed slaves gained citizenship, with most 
of the rights and privileges of other citizens; their 
children suffered no legal disabilities whatsoever. 
During the Republic, slaves had been terribly 
abused; they were often mutilated, thrown to wild 
beasts, crucified, or burned alive. Several emper- 
ors issued decrees protecting slaves from cruel 
masters. 

The status of women had gradually improved 
during the Republic. In the early days of the Re- 
public, a woman lived under the absolute author- 
ity first of her father and then of her husband. 
By the time of the Empire, a woman could own 
property and, if divorced, keep her dowry. A fa- 
ther could no longer force his daughter to marry 
against her will. Women could make business ar- 
rangements and draw up wills without the consent 
of their husbands. Unlike their Greek counter- 
parts, Roman women were not secluded in their 
homes but could come and go as they pleased. 
Upper-class women of Rome also had far greater 
opportunities for education than those of Greece. 
The history of the Empire—indeed, Roman his- 
tory in general—is filled with talented and influ- 
ential women. Cornelia, the mother of Tiberius 
and Gaius Gracchus, influenced Roman politics 
through her sons. Livia, the dynamic wife of Au- 
gustus, was often consulted on important matters 
of state, and during the third century there were 
times when women controlled the throne. 


An Orderly World Community. From Britain to 
the Arabian Desert, from the Danube River to the 
sands of the Sahara, some fifty to seventy million 
people with differing native languages, customs, 
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and histories were united by Roman rule into a 
world community. Unlike officials of the Repub- 
lic, when corruption and exploitation in the prov- 
inces were notorious, officials of the Empire felt a 
high sense of responsibility to preserve the Roman 
peace, institute Roman justice, and spread Roman 
civilization. 

In creating a stable and orderly political com- 
munity with an expansive conception of citizen- 
ship, Rome resolved the problems posed by the 
limitations of the Greek city-state: civil war, in- 
tercity warfare, and a parochial attitude that di- 
vided people into Greek and non-Greek. Rome 
also brought to fruition an ideal of the Greek 
city-state: the protection and promotion of civi- 
lized life. By constructing a world community that 
broke down barriers between nations, by preserv- 
ing and spreading Greco-Roman civilization, and 
by developing a rational system of law that ap- 
plied to all humanity, Rome completed the trend 
toward universalism and cosmopolitanism that 
had emerged in the Hellenistic Age. 


Roman Culture and Law During 
the Pax Romana 


During the late Roman Republic, Rome had ac- 
quired Greek scientific thought, philosophy, 
medicine, and geography. Roman writers used 
Greek models; sharing in the humanist outlook 
of the Greeks, they valued human intelligence and 
achievement and expressed themselves in a grace- 
ful and eloquent style. The diffusion of Hellenism 
throughout the Mediterranean world produced a 
cultural unity among elites that underlay the Pax 
Romana. 


Literature and History. Roman cultural life 
reached its high point during the reign of Augus- 
tus, when Rome experienced the golden age of 
Latin literature. At the request of Augustus, who 
wanted a literary epic to glorify the Empire and 
his role in founding it, Virgil (70-19 B.c.) wrote 
the Aeneid, a masterpiece of world literature. The 
Aeneid is a literary epic of national glory. The pro- 
foundest ideas and feelings expressed in the poem 
are Roman virtues—patriotism, devotion to the 
family, duty to the state, and a strong sense of re- 
ligion. Virgil ascribed to Rome a divine mission 
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Primary Source 


Aelius Aristides: The Blessings 
of the Pax Romana 


In the following reading, Aelius Aristides (A.D 117- 
187), a Greek intellectual, glowingly praises the Pax 
Romana in an oration that was probably delivered 
in Rome. In the tradition of Roman orators, Aris- 
tides used hyperbole and exaggeration. Neverthe- 
less, the oration does capture the universalism and 
cosmopolitanism that characterized the Roman 
Empire. 


But the most marvelous and admirable achieve- 
ment of all, and the one deserving our fullest 
gratitude, is this... . You alone of the imperial 
powers of history rule over men who are free. 
You have not assigned this or that region to [an 
unscrupulous governor]... Just as citizens in an 
individual city might designate magistrates, so 
you, whose city is the whole world, appoint gov- 
ernors to protect and provide for the governed, 
as if they were elective, not to lord it over their 
charges. As a result, so far from disputing the of- 
fice as if it were their own, governors make way 
for their successors readily when their term is 
up, and may not even await their coming. Ap- 
peals to a higher jurisdiction are as easy as ap- 
peals from parish to county... . 

But the most notable and praiseworthy fea- 
ture of all, a thing unparalleled, is your mag- 
nanimous conception of citizenship. All of your 
subjects (and this implies the whole world) you 
have divided into two parts: the better endowed 
and more virile, wherever they may be, you 
have granted citizenship and even kinship; the 
rest you govern as obedient subjects. Neither 
the seas nor expanse of land bars citizenship; 
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Asia and Europe are not differentiated. Careers 
are open to talent... . Rich and poor find con- 
tentment and profit in your system; there is no 
other way of life. Your polity is a single and all- 
embracing harmony... . 

... [You] established cities in diverse parts. 
The cities you filled with colonists; you intro- 
duced arts and crafts and established an orderly 
culture. ... Your military organization makes all 
others childish. Your soldiers and officers you 
train to prevail not only over the enemy but 
over themselves. The soldier lives under disci- 
pline daily, and none ever deserts the post as- 
signed him. 

You alone are, so to speak, natural rulers. Your 
predecessors were masters and slaves in turn; 
as rulers they were counterfeits, and reversed 
their positions like players in a ball game... . 
You have measured out the world, bridged the 
rivers, cut roads through mountains, filled the 
wastes with posting stations, introduced orderly 
and refined modes of life. . . . 

Be all gods and their offspring invoked to 
grant that this empire and this city flourish for- 
ever and never cease until stones float upon the 
sea and trees forbear to sprout in the springtide. 
May the great Ruler and his sons be preserved 
to administer all things well. 


Question for Analysis 


1. What did Aristides find so admirable in 
Rome’s imperial system? 


Moses Hadas, A History of Rome: From Its Origins to 
529 A.D. as Told by the Roman Historians (Doubleday 
Anchor Books, 1956), 143-145. Copyright © 1956 by the 
Estate of Moses Hadas. All rights reserved. Reprinted 
with permission. 


to bring peace and civilized life to the world, and 
he praised Augustus as a divinely appointed ruler 
who had fulfilled Rome’s mission. The Greeks 
might be better sculptors, orators, and thinkers, 
said Virgil, but only the Romans knew how to 
govern an empire. 


For other peoples will, I do not doubt, 

still cast their bronze to breathe with softer 
features, 

or draw out of the marble living lines, plead 
causes better, 

trace the ways of heaven with wands and tell 
the rising 

constellations; but yours will be the rulership 
of nations, 

remember, Roman, these will be your arts: 

to teach the ways of peace to those you 
conquer, to spare 

defeated peoples, to tame the proud.’ 


In his History of Rome, Livy (59 B.c.-A.D. 
17) also glorified Roman character, customs, and 
deeds. He praised Augustus for attempting to re- 
vive traditional Roman morality, to which Livy 
felt a strong attachment. Although Livy was a 
lesser historian than Thucydides or Polybius, his 
work was still a major achievement, particularly 
in its depiction of the Roman character, which 
helped make Rome great. 

Roman writers who excelled in poetry include 
Horace (65-8 B.c.), the son of a freed slave. He 
broadened his education by studying literature 
and philosophy in Athens, and his writings re- 
flect Greek ideals. Horace enjoyed the luxury of 
country estates, banquets, fine clothes, and cour- 
tesans, along with the simple pleasures of moun- 
tain streams and clear skies. His poetry touched 
on many themes—the joy of good wine, the value 
of moderation, and the beauty of friendship. Un- 
like Horace, Virgil, or Livy, Ovid (43 B.c.-a.D. 
17) did not experience the civil wars during his 
adult years. Consequently, he was less inclined to 
praise the Augustan peace. His poetry showed a 
preference for romance and humor, and he is best 
remembered for his advice to lovers. 

The writers who lived after the Augustan age 
were mostly of a lesser quality than their predeces- 
sors. The historian Tacitus (A.D. 55-c. 118) was an 
exception. Sympathetic to republican institutions, 
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BASALT Bust oF Livia. Octavian’s third wife, Livia 
(58 B.c.-A.D. 29), was admired for her wisdom and 
dignity, and the emperor valued her counsel. 


Tacitus denounced Roman emperors and the 
imperial system in his Histories and Annals. In 
Germania, he turned his sights on the habits of 
the Germanic peoples, describing the Germans 
as undisciplined but heroic, with a strong love 
of freedom. Another outstanding writer was the 
satirist Juvenal (A.D. c. 55-138). His works at- 
tacked evils of Roman society such as the miscon- 
duct of emperors, the haughtiness of the wealthy, 
the barbaric tastes of commoners, the failures of 
parents, and the noise, congestion, and poverty of 
the capital. 
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Marcus AURELIUS, ROMAN EMPEROR (A.D. 161-180). In this relief, Marcus 
Aurelius rides through the Roman Forum in ceremonial triumph, after defending 
the Empire against barbarian incursions. 


Philosophy. Stoicism was the principal phi- 
losophy of the Pax Romana, and its leading ex- 
ponents were Seneca (4 B.c.-A.D. 65), Epictetus 
(A.D. c. 60-c. 117), and Marcus Aurelius. Perpetu- 
ating the rational tradition of Greek philosophy, 
Rome’s early Stoics saw the universe as governed 
by reason, and they esteemed the human intellect. 
Like Socrates, they sought the highest good in this 
world, not in an afterlife, and they envisioned no 
power above human reason. Moral values were 
obtained from reason alone. The individual was 
self-sufficient and depended entirely on rational 


faculties for knowing and doing good. Stoics val- 
ued self-sufficient persons who attained virtue and 
wisdom by exercising rational control over their 
lives. The Stoic doctrine that all people, because 
of their capacity to reason, belong to a common 
humanity coincided with the requirements of the 
multinational Roman Empire. 

The Stoic conception of God underwent a grad- 
ual transformation, reflecting the religious yearn- 
ings of the times. For the early Stoics, God was 
an intellectual necessity, an impersonal principle 
that gave order to the universe. For later Roman 
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AQUEDUCT AT Pont Du Garb, Nimes, FRANCE, 19 B.c. The discovery and use 
of concrete allowed the Romans to carry out a vast program of public works— 
roads, bridges, aqueducts, harbor facilities, and fortifications. Without such 
aqueducts to bring clean water from distant sources, the Roman style of urban 
life would have been impossible. 


Stoics, God had become a moral necessity, com- 
forting and reassuring people. While maintaining 
the traditional Stoic belief that the individual can 
attain virtue through unaided reason, Epictetus 
and Marcus Aurelius came close to seeking God’s 
help to live properly. And Seneca showed an un- 
common compassion for slaves and a revulsion 
for gladiatorial combat. The gap between Greek 
philosophy and Christianity was narrowing. 


Science. The two most prominent scientists 
during the Greco-Roman Age were Ptolemy, a 
mathematician, geographer, and astronomer who 
worked at Alexandria in the second century A.D., 
and Galen (A.D. c. 130-c. 201), who investigated 
medicine and anatomy. Ptolemy’s thirteen-vol- 
ume work, Mathematical Composition—more 


commonly known as the Almagest, a Greek-Ara- 
bic term meaning “the greatest”—summed up an- 
tiquity’s knowledge of astronomy and became the 
authoritative text during the Middle Ages. In the 
Ptolemaic system, a motionless, spherical earth 
stood in the center of the universe; the moon, sun, 
and planets moved about the earth in circles or 
in combinations of circles. The Ptolemaic system 
was built on a faulty premise, as modern astron- 
omy eventually showed. However, it did work— 
that is, it provided a model of the universe that 
adequately accounted for most observed phenom- 
ena. The Ptolemaic system was not challenged un- 
til the middle of the sixteenth century. 

Just as Ptolemy’s system dominated astronomy, 
so the theories of Galen dominated medicine 
down to modern times. By dissecting both dead 
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and living animals, Galen attempted a rational in- 
vestigation of the body’s working parts. Although 
his work contains many errors, he made essen- 
tial contributions to the knowledge of anatomy. 
Thanks to Arab physicians who preserved his 
writings during the Middle Ages, Galen’s influence 
continued in the West into early modern times. 


Art and Architecture. The Romans bor- 
rowed art forms from other peoples, particu- 
larly the Greeks, but they borrowed creatively, 
transforming and enhancing their inheritance. 
Roman portraiture continued trends initiated 
during the Hellenistic Age. Imitating Hellenis- 
tic models, Roman sculptors realistically carved 
every detail of a subject’s face: unruly hair, 
prominent nose, lines and wrinkles, a jaw that 
showed weakness or strength. Sculpture also 
gave expression to the imperial ideal. Statues of 
emperors conveyed nobility and authority; re- 
liefs commemorating victories glorified Roman 
might and grandeur. 

The Romans most creatively transformed the 
Greek inheritance in architecture. The Greek 
temple was intended to be viewed from the out- 
side; the focus was exclusively on the superbly 
balanced exterior. By using arches, vaults, and 
domes, the Romans built structures with large, 
magnificent interiors. The vast interior, massive 
walls, and overarching dome of the famous Pan- 
theon, a temple built in the early second century 
A.D. during the reign of Hadrian, symbolize the 
power and majesty of the Roman world-state. 


Engineering. The Romans excelled at engi- 
neering. In addition to amphitheaters and public 
baths, they built the finest roads in the ancient 
world. Roman engineers carefully selected routes 
with an eye for minimizing natural barriers and 
drainage problems. The great embanked roads 
constructed during the Empire were designed by 
military engineers. Stone bridges across rivers, as 
well as aqueducts that carried water to Roman 
cities, still survive. 


Law. Expressing the Roman yearning for or- 
der and justice, law was Rome’s great legacy to 
Western civilization. Roman law passed through 
two essential stages: the formation of civil 
law (jus civile) and the formation of the law 
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of nations (jus gentium). The basic features of 
the civil law evolved during the two-hundred- 
year Struggle of the Orders, at the same time 
as Rome was extending its dominion over Italy. 
The Twelve Tables, drawn up in the early days of 
the patrician—plebeian struggle, established writ- 
ten rules of criminal and civil law for the Roman 
state that applied to all citizens. Over the centu- 
ries, the civil law was expanded through statutes 
enacted by the assemblies and through the legal 
decisions of jurisdictional magistrates, the rulings 
of emperors, and the commentaries of professional 
jurists, who, aided by familiarity with Greek logic, 
engaged in systematic legal analysis. 

During the period of the Republic’s expan- 
sion outside Italy, contact with the Greeks and 
other peoples led to the development of the sec- 
ond branch of Roman law, jus gentium, which 
combined Roman civil law with principles selec- 
tively drawn from the legal traditions of Greeks 
and other peoples. Roman jurists identified the 
jus gentium with the natural law (jus naturale) of 
the Stoics. The jurists said that a law should ac- 
cord with rational principles inherent in nature: 
uniform and universally valid standards that can 
be discerned by rational people. Serving to bind 
different peoples together, the law of nations har- 
monized with the requirements of a world empire 
and with Stoic ideals. As Cicero pointed out, 


True law is right reason in agreement with 
nature; it is of universal application, unchang- 
ing and everlasting. And there will not be dif- 
ferent laws at Rome and at Athens or different 
laws now and in the future, but one eternal 
and unchangeable law will be valid for all na- 
tions and all times.* 


The law of nations came to be applied 
throughout the Empire, although it never entirely 
supplanted local law. In the eyes of the law, a 
citizen—and by a.p. 212, virtually all free people 
had been granted citizenship—was not a Syrian or 
a Briton or a Spaniard, but a Roman. 

After the fall of the Western Roman Empire, 
Roman law fell into disuse in Western Europe. 
Gradually reintroduced in the twelfth century, it 
came to form the basis of the common law in all West- 
ern lands except Britain and its dependencies. Some 
provisions of Roman law are readily recognizable 


in modern legal systems, as the following excerpts 
illustrate: 


Justice is a constant, unfailing disposition to 
give everyone his legal due. 


No one is compelled to defend a cause against 
his will. 


No one suffers a penalty for what he thinks. 


In the case of major offenses it makes a dif- 
ference whether something is committed pur- 
posefully or accidentally, 


In inflicting penalties, the age... of the guilty 
party must be taken into account.° 


Entertainment. Despite its many achievements, 
Roman civilization presents a paradox. On the 
one hand, Roman culture and law evidence high 
standards of civilization. On the other, the Ro- 
mans institutionalized barbaric practices: battles 
to the death between armed gladiators and the 
tormenting and slaughtering of wild beasts. The 
major forms of entertainment in both the Re- 
public and the Empire were chariot races, wild- 
animal shows, and gladiatorial combat. Chariot 
races were gala events in which the most skillful 
riders and the finest and best-trained stallions 
raced in an atmosphere of rabid excitement. The 
charioteers, many of them slaves hoping that vic- 
tory would bring them freedom, became popular 
heroes. 

The Romans craved brutal spectacles. One 
form of entertainment pitted wild beasts against 
each other or against men armed with spears. 
Another consisted of battles, sometimes to the 
death, between highly trained gladiators. The 
gladiators, mainly slaves and condemned crimi- 
nals, learned their craft at schools run by pro- 
fessional trainers. Some gladiators entered the 
arena armed with a sword; others, with a tri- 
dent and a net. The spectators were transformed 
into a frenzied mob that lusted for blood. If they 
were displeased with a losing gladiator’s perfor- 
mance, they would call for his immediate execu- 
tion. Over the centuries, these spectacles grew 
more bizarre and brutal. Hundreds of tigers were 
set against elephants and bulls; wild bulls tore 
apart men dressed in animal skins; women bat- 
tled in the arena; dwarfs fought each other. Few 
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Romans questioned these barbarities, which had 
become a routine part of daily life. Occasionally, 
however, thoughtful Romans had strong doubts. 
After watching a public spectacle, the Stoic 
philosopher Seneca wrote in disgust: “There is 
nothing more harmful to one’s character than at- 
tendance at some spectacle, because vices more 
easily creep into your soul while you are being 
entertained. When I return from some spectacle, 
I am greedier, more aggressive and... more cruel 
and inhuman.”® 


SIGNS OF TROUBLE 


Most people in the Mediterranean world wel- 
comed Roman rule and could not conceive of 
a world without the Empire that brought them 
peace and security. But even during the Time of 
Happiness, signs of trouble appeared, and they 
grew to crisis proportions in the third century. 
Unrest in Egypt, Gaul, and Judea demonstrated 
that not all people at all times welcomed the 
grand majesty of the Roman peace, that local- 
ist and separatist tendencies persisted in a uni- 
versal empire. In the centuries that followed, as 
Rome staggered under the weight of economic, 
political, and military difficulties, these native 
loyalties reasserted themselves. Increasingly, 
the masses and even the Romanized elite of the 
cities withdrew their support from the Roman 
world-state. 


Social and Economic Weaknesses 


A healthy world-state required empirewide trade 
to serve as an economic base for political unity, 
expanding agricultural production to feed the cit- 
ies, and growing internal mass markets to stimu- 
late industrial production. But the economy of the 
Empire during the Pax Romana had serious de- 
fects. The means of communication and transpor- 
tation were slow, which hindered long-distance 
commerce. Many nobles, considering it unwor- 
thy for a gentleman to engage in business, chose 
to squander their wealth rather than invest it in 
commercial or industrial enterprises. Lacking the 
stimulus of capital investment, the economy could 
not expand. 
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Ultimately, only a small portion of the 
population—the middle and upper classes of the 
cities, that is, landlords, whose estates were out- 
side the city, merchants, and administrators— 
reaped the benefits of the Roman peace. They 
basked in luxury, leisure, and culture. These 
privileged classes bought off the urban poor with 
bread and circuses, but occasionally mass discon- 
tent expressed itself in mob violence. Outside the 
cities, the peasantry—still the great bulk of the 
population—was exploited to provide cheap food 
for the city dwellers. An enormous cultural gap 
existed between town and countryside. 

Such a parasitical, exploitative, and elitist so- 
cial system might function in periods of peace and 
tranquillity, but could it survive crises? Would the 
impoverished people of town and country—the 
overwhelming majority of the population—remain 
loyal to a state whose benefits barely extended to 
them and whose sophisticated culture, which they 
hardly comprehended, virtually excluded them? 


Cultural Stagnation 
and Transformation 


Perhaps the most dangerous sign for the future 
was the spiritual paralysis that crept over the or- 
dered world of the Pax Romana. A weary and 
sterile Hellenism underlay the Roman peace. 
The ancient world was going through a transfor- 
mation of values that foreshadowed the end of 
Greco-Roman civilization. 

During the second century a.D., Greco-Roman 
civilization lost its creative energies, and the val- 
ues of classical humanism were challenged by 
mythic-religious movements. No longer regarding 
reason as a Satisfying guide to life, the educated 
elite subordinated the intellect to feelings and 
an unregulated imagination. No longer finding 
the affairs of this world to have purpose, people 
placed their hope in life after death. The Roman 
world was undergoing a religious revolution and 
was seeking a new vision of the divine. 

The application of reason to nature and soci- 
ety was the great achievement of the Greek mind. 
Yet despite its many triumphs, Greek rational- 
ism never entirely subdued the mythic-religious 
mentality, which draws its strength from human 
emotions. The masses of peasants and slaves 
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remained attracted to religious forms. Ritual, 
mystery, magic, and ecstasy never lost their hold 
on the ancient world—nor, indeed, have they lost 
their hold on our own scientific and technological 
society. During the Hellenistic Age, the tide of ra- 
tionalism gradually receded, and the nonrational, 
an ever-present undercurrent, showed renewed 
vigor. This resurgence of the mythical mental- 
ity could be seen in the popularity of the occult, 
magic, alchemy, and astrology. Burdened by dan- 
ger and emotional stress, and fearing fate as fixed 
in the stars, people turned for deliverance to ma- 
gicians, astrologers, and exorcists. 

They also became devotees of the many Near 
Eastern religious cults that promised personal 
salvation. The proliferation of Eastern mystery 
religions was a clear expression of this transfor- 
mation of classical values. During the Hellenistic 
era, slaves, merchants, and soldiers brought many 
religious cults westward from Persia, Babylon, 
Syria, Egypt, and Asia Minor. The various mystery 
cults possessed many common features. Converts 
underwent initiations and were bound by oath 
to secrecy. The initiates, in a state of rapture, at- 
tempted to unite with the deity after first purify- 
ing themselves through baptism (sometimes with 
the blood of a bull), fasting, having their heads 
shaved, or drinking from a sacred vessel. Commu- 
nion was achieved by donning the god’s robe, eat- 
ing a sacred meal, or visiting the god’s sanctuary. 
Cultists were certain that their particular savior 
god would protect them from misfortune and en- 
sure their soul’s immortality. More and more peo- 
ple felt that the good life could not be achieved by 
individuals through their own efforts; they needed 
outside help. 

Like the mystery religions, philosophy reached 
for something beyond this world in order to edify 
and comfort the individual. Philosophers eventu- 
ally sought escape from this world through union 
with a divine presence greater than human power. 
In Neo-Platonism, which replaced Stoicism as 
the dominant school of philosophy in the Late 
Roman Empire, religious yearnings were trans- 
formed into a religious system that transcended 
reason. Plotinus (A.D. c. 205-c. 270), the most 
influential spokesman of Neo-Platonism, subor- 
dinated philosophy to mysticism and the occult. 
Plato’s philosophy, we have seen, contained both 
a major and a minor key. The major key stressed 
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a rational interpretation of the human community 
and called for reforming the polis on the basis of 
knowledge, whereas the minor key urged the soul 
to rise to a higher world of reality. Plotinus was 
intrigued by Plato’s otherworldliness. 

What Plotinus desired was union with the One, 
or the Good, sometimes called God—the source of 
all existence. Plotinus felt that the intellect could 
neither describe nor understand the One, which 
transcended all knowing, and that joining with 
the One required a mystical leap, a purification of 
the soul that dispensed with logic, evidence, and 
proof. This vision, which intends the soul to re- 
turn to its true home, is for Plotinus something 
greater and more compelling than reason. For 


Plotinus, philosophy became a religious experi- 
ence, a contemplation of the eternal. Compared 
with this union with the divine One, of what value 
was knowledge of the sensible world or a concern 
for human affairs? For Plotinus, this world was 
a sea of tears and troubles from which the indi- 
vidual yearned to escape. Reality was not in this 
world but beyond it, and the principal goal of life 
was not comprehension of the natural world or 
the fulfillment of human potential or the better- 
ment of the human community, but knowledge of 
the One. Thus, his philosophy broke with the es- 
sential meaning of classical humanism. 

By the time of the Late Roman Empire, mys- 
tery religions intoxicated the masses, and mystical 
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philosophy beguiled the educated elite. Classical 
civilization was being transformed. Philosophy 
had become subordinate to religious belief; secular 
values seemed inferior to religious experience. The 
earthly city had raised its eyes toward heaven. 
The culture of the Roman world was moving in a 
direction in which the quest for the divine was to 
predominate over all human enterprises. 


THE DECLINE OF ROME 


In the third century a.D., the ordered civilization 
of the Pax Romana ended. Several elements caused 
this disruption. The Roman Empire was plunged 
into military anarchy, raided by Germanic tribes, 
and burdened by economic dislocations. During 
these critical times, effective leadership was lack- 
ing, for the adoptive system abandoned by Mar- 
cus Aurelius was not restored. 


Third-Century Crisis 


The degeneration of the army was a prime reason 
for the crisis. During the great peace, the army had 
remained an excellent fighting force, renowned 
for its discipline, organization, and loyalty. In the 
third century, however, there was a marked dete- 
rioration in the quality of Roman soldiers. Lack- 
ing loyalty to Rome and greedy for spoils, soldiers 
used their weapons to prey on civilians and to 
make and unmake emperors. Fearful! of being 
killed by their unruly troops who wanted spoils 
or of being murdered by a suspicious emperor, 
generals were driven to seize the throne. Once in 
power, they had to buy the loyalty of their soldiers 
and guard against assassination by other generals. 
From A.D. 235 to 285, military mutiny and civil 
war raged as legion fought legion. Many emper- 
ors were assassinated. The once stalwart army ne- 
glected its duty of defending the borders against 
incursions by Germanic tribes and disrupted the 
internal life of the Empire. 

During the third century, Rome also had to 
deal with a reborn Persian Empire that forced the 
Romans to shift large contingents of legions east- 
ward. Taking advantage of the weakened borders 
and military anarchy, Germanic tribesmen crossed 
the Rhine—Danube frontier to loot and destroy. 
The Persian Empire, led by the Sassanid dynasty, 
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attacked and for a while conquered Roman lands 
in the East. Some sections of the Empire, notably 
in Gaul, attempted to break away; these moves 
reflected an assertion of local patriotism over Ro- 
man universalism. The “city of mankind” was 
crumbling. 

These eruptions had severe economic repercus- 
sions. Cities were pillaged and destroyed, farm- 
lands ruined, and trade disrupted. To obtain funds 
and supplies for the military, emperors confiscated 
goods, exacted forced labor, and debased the coin- 
age, causing inflation. These measures brought 
ruin to the middle class. Invasions, civil war, rising 
prices, a debased coinage, declining agricultural 
production, disrupted transportation, and the 
excessive demands of the state caused economic 
havoc and famine in the cities. The urban centers 
of the ancient world, creators and disseminators 
of high civilization, were caught in a rhythm of 
breakdown. 


Diocletian and Constantine: 
The Regimented State 


The emperors Diocletian. (A.D. 285-305) and 
Constantine (A.D. 306-337) tried to contain the 
awesome forces of disintegration. At a time when 
agricultural production was steadily declining, 
they had to feed the city poor and an expanded 
army of more than 500,000 strung out over the 
Empire. They also had to prevent renewed out- 
breaks of military anarchy, drive the Germans 
back across the Rhine—Danube frontier, and se- 
cure the eastern region against renewed aggres- 
sion from Persia. Their solution was to tighten the 
reins of central government and to squeeze more 
taxes and requisitions out of the citizens. In the 
process, they transformed Rome into a bureau- 
cratic, regimented, and militarized state that has 
been described as “a vast prison.” 

Cities lost their traditional right of local self- 
government, consolidating a trend started earlier. 
To ensure continuous production of food and 
goods, as well as the collection of taxes, the state 
forced unskilled workers and artisans to hold their 
jobs for life and to pass them on to their children. 
For the same reasons, peasants were turned into 
virtual serfs, bound to the land that they culti- 
vated. An army of government agents was formed 


to hunt down peasants who fled the land to es- 
cape crushing taxes and poverty. 

Also frozen into their positions were city of- 
ficials (curiales). They often found it necessary 
to furnish from their own pockets the difference 
between the state’s tax demands and the amount 
that they could collect from an already over- 
taxed population. This system of a hereditary 
class of tax collectors and of crippling taxes to 
pay for a vastly expanded bureaucracy and mili- 
tary establishment enfeebled urban trade and in- 
dustry. Such conditions killed the civic spirit of 
townspeople, who desperately sought escape. By 
overburdening urban dwellers with taxes and 
regulations, Diocletian and Constantine helped to 
shatter the vitality of city life, on which Roman 
prosperity and civilization depended. During the 
Pax Romana, municipal authorities enjoyed con- 
siderable autonomy; now the state bureaucracy 
extended its often onerous and rapacious power 
everywhere. 

Rome was now governed by a highly central- 
ized monarchy that regimented the lives of its sub- 
jects. Whereas Augustus had upheld the classical 
idea] that the commonwealth was a means of fos- 
tering the good life for the individual, Diocletian 
adopted the despotic attitude that the individual 
lives for the state. To guard against military insur- 
rection, he appointed a loyal general as emperor 
to govern the western provinces of the Empire 
while he ruled the eastern regions; although both 
emperors bore the title Augustus, Diocletian re- 
mained superior. Constantine furthered this trend 
of dividing the Empire into eastern and western 
halves by building an imperial capital, Constanti- 
nople, at the Bosporus, a strait where Asia meets 
Europe. 


Tribal Migrations and Invasions 


By imposing some order on what had been ap- 
proaching chaos, Diocletian and Constantine 
prevented the Empire from collapsing. Rome had 
been given a reprieve. But in the last part of the 
fourth century, the problem of guarding the fron- 
tier grew more acute. 

The Huns, a nomadic people from Central 
Asia, swept across the plains of Russia and with 
their formidable cavalry put pressure on the 
Visigoths, a Germanic tribe that had migrated 
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into southeastern Europe. Terrified of the Huns, 
the Goths sought refuge within the Roman Em- 
pire. Hoping to increase his manpower and un- 
able to stop the panic-stricken Germans, the 
emperor Valens permitted them to cross the Dan- 
ube frontier. But enraged by their mistreatment at 
the hands of Roman officials, the Visigoths took 
up arms. In 378, Visigoth cavalry cut to pieces 
Roman forces in a historic battle at Adrianople. 
This battle signified that Rome could no longer 
defend its borders. The Visigoths were on Roman 
territory to stay, and they now plundered the Bal- 
kans at will. The Germanic tribes increased their 
pressure on the Empire’s borders, which finally 
collapsed at the very end of 406 as Vandals, Alans, 
Suebi, and other tribes joined the Goths in devas- 
tating and overrunning the Empire’s western proy- 
inces. In 410, the Visigoths looted Rome. 

Economic conditions continued to deteriorate. 
Cities in Britain, Gaul, Germany, and Spain lay 
abandoned. Other metropolises saw their popula- 
tions dwindle and production stagnate. The great 
network of Roman roads was not maintained, and 
trade in the West almost disappeared or passed 
into the hands of Greeks, Syrians, and Jews from 
the East. Everywhere famine, the extortion of 
taxes by government officials, the proliferation of 
marauding outlaws driven from their homes by 
the excessive financial demands imposed by the 
state bureaucracy, and murderous warfare added 
to the misery of the Roman populace and the de- 
composition and fragmentation of the Empire. 

In 451, Attila (c. 406-453), called “the Scourge 
of God,” led his Huns into Gaul, where he was 
defeated by a coalition of Germans and the rem- 
nants of the Roman army. He died two years later, 
having come within a hairsbreadth of turning 
Europe into a province of a Mongolian empire. 
But Rome’s misfortunes persisted. In 455, Rome 
was again looted, this time by the Vandals. Addi- 
tional regions fell under the control of Germanic 
chieftains. Germanic soldiers in the pay of Rome 
gained control of the government and dictated the 
choice of emperor. In 476, German officers over- 
threw the Roman emperor Romulus and placed a 
fellow German, Odoacer, on the throne. This act 
is traditionally regarded as the end of the Roman 
Empire in the West. By the end of the fifth century, 
the Western Empire had fragmented into separate 
Germanic kingdoms. 
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Reasons for Rome’s Decline 


What were the underlying causes for the decline 
and fall of the Roman Empire in the West? Surely 
no other question has intrigued the historical 
imagination more than this one. Implicit in the 
answers suggested by historians and philosophers 
is a concern for their own civilization. Will it suf- 
fer the same fate as Rome? 

To analyze so monumental a development as 
the fall of Rome, some preliminary observations 
are necessary. First, the fall of Rome was a process 
lasting hundreds of years; it was not a single event 
that occurred in A.D. 476. Second, only the western 
half of the Empire fell. The eastern half—wealthier, 
more populous, less afflicted with civil wars, and 
less exposed to barbarian invasions—survived as 
the Byzantine Empire until the middle of the fif- 
teenth century. Third, no single explanation suffices 
to account for Rome’s decline; multiple forces— 
internal problems and external threats—operated 
concurrently to bring about the fall. 


The Role of the Germanic Tribes. The pres- 
sures exerted by the Germans along an immense 
frontier aggravated Rome’s internal problems. 
The barbarian attacks left border regions depopu- 
lated and impoverished, and expenditures for the 
military drained the western Empire’s resources. 
The Empire imposed high taxes and labor services 
on its citizens in order to strengthen the armed 
forces, causing the overburdened middle and 
lower classes to hate the imperial government that 
took so much from them. 


Spiritual Considerations. The classical men- 
tality, once brimming with confidence about the 
potentialities of the individual and the power of 
the intellect, suffered a failure of nerve. The urban 
upper class, on whom the responsibility for pre- 
serving cosmopolitan Greco-Roman culture tradi- 
tionally rested, became dissolute and apathetic, no 
longer taking an interest in public life. The aristo- 
crats secluded themselves behind the walls of their 
fortified country estates; many did not lift a fin- 
ger to help the Empire. The townspeople demon- 
strated their disenchantment by avoiding public 
service and by rarely organizing resistance forces 
against the barbarian invaders. Hounded by the 
state and persecuted by the army, many farmers 
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viewed the Germans as liberators. The great bulk 
of the Roman citizenry, apathetic and indifferent, 
simply gave up, despite the fact that they over- 
whelmingly outnumbered the barbarian hordes. 


Political and Military Considerations. The 
Roman government itself contributed to this spir- 
itual malaise through its increasingly autocratic 
tendencies, which culminated in the regimented 
rule of Diocletian and Constantine. The insatiable 
demands and regulations of the state in the Late 
Roman Empire sapped the initiative and civic 
spirit of its citizens. The ruined middle and lower 
classes withdrew their loyalty. For many, the state 
had become the enemy, and its administration was 
hated and feared more than the Germans. 

In the Late Roman Empire, the quality of 
Roman soldiers deteriorated, and the legions 
failed to defend the borders even though they 
outnumbered the German invaders. During the 
third century, the army consisted predominantly 
of the provincial peasantry. These nonurban, 
non-Italian, semicivilized soldiers, often the dregs 
of society, were not committed to Greco-Roman 
civilization. They had little comprehension of 
Rome’s mission, and at times they used their 
power to attack the cities and towns. The emper- 
ors also recruited large numbers of barbarians 
into the army to fill its depleted ranks—German 
tribesmen had served as auxiliaries since Julius 
Caesar. Ultimately, the army consisted mostly of 
barbarians, as both legionnaires and officers. Al- 
though these Germans made brave soldiers, they 
too had little loyalty to Greco-Roman civiliza- 
tion and to the Roman state. Moreover, barbar- 
lan units serving with the Roman army under 
their own commanders did not easily submit to 
traditional discipline or training. This deteriora- 
tion of the Roman army occurred because many 
young citizens evaded conscription. No longer 
imbued with patriotism, they considered military 
service a servitude to be shunned. 


Economic Considerations. Among the eco- 
nomic factors contributing to the decline of the 
Roman Empire in the west were a decrease in 
population, failure to achieve a breakthrough in 
technology, the heavy burden of taxation, and 
economic decentralization, which abetted politi- 
cal decentralization. 


Largely because of war and epidemics, the 
population of the Empire shrank. This decrease 
adversely affected the Empire in at least three im- 
portant ways. First, at the same time as the popula- 
tion was declining, the costs of running the Empire 
were spiraling, which created a terrible burden 
for taxpayers. Second, fewer workers were avail- 
able for agriculture, the most important industry 
of the Empire. Third, population decline reduced 
the manpower available for the army, forcing em- 
perors to permit the establishment of Germanic 
colonies within the Empire’s borders to serve as 
feeders for the army. This situation led to the bar- 
barization of the army. 

The failure to expand industry and commerce 
was another economic reason for the Empire’s 
decline. Instead of expanding industry and trade, 
towns maintained their wealth by exploiting the 
countryside. The Roman cities were centers of 
civilized life and opulence, but they lacked in- 
dustries. They spent, but they did not produce. 
Provided with food and entertainment—“bread 
and circuses”—the unproductive city dwellers, 
driven out of the labor force by economic stag- 
nation and slavery, were a heavy burden for the 
state. The towns were dominated by landlords 
whose estates lay beyond the city and whose in- 
come derived from grain, oil, and wine. Manu- 
facturing was rudimentary, confined essentially 
to textiles, pottery, furniture, and glassware. 
The methods of production—rarely significantly 
improved—were simple, the market limited, the 
cost of transportation high, and agricultural 
productivity low—the labor of perhaps nineteen 
peasants was required to support one townsman. 
Such a fundamentally unhealthy economy could 
not weather the dislocations caused by uninter- 
rupted warfare and the demands of a mushroom- 
ing bureaucracy and the military. 

With the barbarians pressing on the borders, 
the increased military expenditures overstrained 
the Empire’s resources. To pay for the food, uni- 
forms, arms, and armor of the soldiers, taxes 
were raised, growing too heavy for peasants and 
townspeople. The state also requisitioned wood 
and grain and demanded that citizens main- 
tain roads and bridges. The government often 
resorted to force to collect taxes and exact ser- 
vices. Crushed by these demands, many peas- 
ants simply abandoned their farms and sought 
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the protection of large landowners or turned to 
banditry. 

The growth of industries on latifundia, the 
large, fortified estates owned by wealthy aris- 
tocrats, promoted economic decentralization. 
Producing exclusively for the local market, these 
estates contributed to the impoverishment of urban 
centers by reducing the number of customers 
available to buy goods made in the cities. As life 
grew more desperate, urban craftsmen and small 
farmers, made destitute by the state, sought the 
protection of these large landlords, whose estates 
grew in size and importance. The growth of lati- 
fundia was accompanied by both the decline of 
cities and the transformation of independent peas- 
ants into virtual serfs. 

These great estates were also new centers of 
political power that the imperial government 
could not curb. A new society was taking shape in 
the Late Roman Empire. The center of gravity had 
shifted from the city to the landed estate, from 
the imperial bureaucrats to the local aristocrats. 
These developments epitomized the decay of an- 
cient civilization and presaged the Middle Ages. 


THE ROMAN LEGACY 


Rome left the West a rich heritage that has en- 
dured for centuries. The idea of a world empire 
united by a common law and effective government 
never died. In the centuries following the collapse 
of Rome, people continued to be attracted to the 
idea of a unified and peaceful world-state. By pre- 
serving and adding to the philosophy, literature, 
science, and art of ancient Greece, Rome strength- 
ened the foundations of the Western cultural tra- 
dition. Latin, the language of Rome, lived on long 
after Rome perished. The Western church fathers 
wrote in Latin, and during the Middle Ages, Latin 
was the language of learning, literature, and law. 
From Latin came Italian, French, Spanish, Portu- 
guese, and Romanian. Roman law, the quintes- 
sential expression of Roman genius, influenced 
church law and formed the basis of the legal 
codes of most European states. Finally, Christian- 
ity, the core religion of the West, was born within 
the Roman Empire and was greatly influenced by 
Roman law (the church’s canon law owed much 
to Roman jurisprudence) and organization (the 
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pope, head of the church and ruling from Rome, 
was the counterpart of the Roman emperor, and 
bishoprics were established in regions that coin- 
cided with the Empire’s administrative structure). 


NOTES 


1. E. Badian, Roman Imperialism in the Late 
Republic (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1971), p. 87. 


2. Sallust, The Conspiracy of Catiline, trans. S. A. 
Handford (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1963), 
pp. 181-182. 


3. From The Aeneid of Virgil by Virgil, translated 
by Allen Mandelbaum, copyright © 1971 by Al- 
len Mandelbaum. Used by permission of Ban- 
tam Books, a division of Random House, Inc. 


4. Reprinted by permission of the publishers and 
the Trustees of the Loeb Classical Library® 
from Cicero: Volume XVI, De Re Publica, 
Loeb Classical Library Vol. 213, translated by 
Clinton W. Keyes (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press), p. 211. Copyright © 1928 
by the President and Fellows of Harvard Col- 
lege. The Loeb Classical Library® is a regis- 
tered trademark of the President and Fellows 
of Harvard College. 


5. Excerpted in Naphtali Lewis and Meyer Rein- 
hold, eds., Roman Civilization, Sourcebook II: 
The Empire (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 
pp. 535, 539, 540, 547, 548. 


6. Seneca, The Epistles, trans. Thomas Morell 
(London: W. Woodfall, 1786), vol. 1, epistle 7. 


SUGGESTED READING 


Boardman, John, et al., eds., The Oxford History of 
the Classical World (1986). Essays on all facets of 
Roman culture. 

Boren, H. C., Roman Society (1977). A social, 
economic, and cultural history of the Republic and 
the Empire; written with the student in mind. 


4 Rome: From City-State to World Empire 


The ideal of a single Christian society embracing 
many different nationalities, so dear to medieval 
thinkers, was superimposed on the model of the 
Roman Empire. 


+, 


Chambers, Mortimer, ed., The Fall of Rome (1963). 
A valuable collection of readings. 

Christ, Karl, The Romans (1984). A good survey. 

Crawford, M., The Roman Republic (1982). A reliable 
survey with many quotations from original sources. 

Dupont, Florence, Daily Life in Ancient Rome 
(1989). Social structure, religion, and notions of 
time and space. 

Errington, R. M., The Dawn of Empire: Rome’s 
Rise to World Power (1972). A study of Rome, the 
reluctant imperialist. 

Everitt, Anthony, Augustus (2006). A recent 
biography. 

Ferrill, Arthur, The Fall of the Roman Empire 
(1986). A military explanation. 

Galinsky, Karl, Augustan Culture (1996) Weaves 
together the history and culture of the period. 

Goldsworthy, Adrian, How Rome Fell (2009). An 
important recent study of Rome’s decline, paying 
special attention to Rome’s frequent internal wars 
starting in the third century. 

Grant, Michael, The Fall of the Roman Empire 
(1990). A clearly written synthesis. 

Harris, William V., War and Imperialism in 
Republican Rome 327-70 B.c. (1992). The 
motives behind Roman foreign policy. 

Heather, Peter, The Fall of the Roman Empire: A 
New History of Rome and the Barbarians (2006). 
An insightful exploration of the age-old question 
of Rome’s decline. 

Holland, Tom, Rubicon: The Last Years of the 
Roman Republic (2003). An accessible account of 
the death of the Roman Republic. 

Jenkyns, Richard, ed., The Legacy of Rome (1992). 
Essays on Rome’s impact on Western civilization. 

Lewis, Naphtali, and Meyer Reinhold, eds., Roman 
Civilization (1966). A two-volume collection of 
source readings. 


McGeoch, Kevin M., The Romans (2004). A 
comprehensive analysis of Roman society and 
culture in the Republic and Empire. 

Ogilvie, R. M., Roman Literature and Society 


(1980). An introductory survey of Latin literature. 


Veyne, Paul, ed., A History of Private Life (1987). A 
discussion of all phases of Roman social life. 


Go to the CourseMate website 
® at www.cengagebrain.com 
for additional study tools and 
review materials—including 
audio and video clips—for this 


rs CourseMate 


chapter. 


Suggested Reading * 103 


Wardman, Alan, Rome’s Debt to Greece (1976). 
Roman attitudes toward the Greek world. 

White, Lynn, ed., The Transformation of the Roman 
World (1973). A useful collection of essays on 
the transformation of the ancient world and the 
emergence of the Middle Ages. 








Chapter 5 





Early Christianity: 
A World Religion 


# The Origins of Christianity 
® The Spread and Triumph of Christianity 


# Development of Christian Organization, Doctrine, 
and Attitudes 


# Saint Augustine: The Christian Worldview 


® Christianity and Classical Humanism: Alternative Worldviews 


Focus Questions 


1. How did Saint Paul transform a Jewish sect into a world religion? 
2. What factors contributed to the triumph of Christianity in the Roman Empire? 


3. How was early Christianity influenced by Judaism, Greek philosophy, and 
Hellenistic mystery religions? 


4, What do the worldviews of Christianity and Greco-Roman humanism have in 
common? Why are they essentially different? 


A s confidence in human reason and hope for happiness in this 
world waned in the last centuries of the Roman Empire, a new out- 
look began to take hold. Evident in philosophy and in the popularity of 
Near Eastern religions, this viewpoint stressed escape from an oppres- 
sive world and communion with a higher reality. Christianity evolved 


and expanded within this setting of declining classicism and heightening 


otherworldliness. As one response to a declining Hel- 
lenism, Christianity offered a spiritually disillusioned 
Greco-Roman world a reason for living: the hope of 
personal immortality. The triumph of Christianity 
marked a break with classical antiquity and a new 
stage in the evolution of the West, for there was a 
fundamental difference between the classical and the 
Christian concepts of God, the individual, and the 


>, 


purpose of life. 


THE ORIGINS OF CHRISTIANITY 


A Palestinian Jew named Jesus was executed by 
the Roman authorities during the reign of Tibe- 
rius (A.D. 14-37), who had succeeded Augustus. 
At the time, few people paid much attention to 
what proved to be one of the most pivotal events 
in world history. In the quest for the historical 
Jesus, scholars have stressed the importance of 
both his Jewishness and the religious ferment that 
prevailed in Palestine in the first century B.c. Jesus’ 
ethical teachings are rooted in the moral outlook 
of the Old Testament prophets. Jesus, who prayed 
as a Jew, taught as a Jew to fellow Jews, and val- 
ued Jewish Law and prophetic teachings, could 
only conceive of himself as a Jew. Hans Kiing, the 
prominent Swiss student of religion, elaborates on 
this point: 


Jesus was a Jew, a member of a small, poor, po- 
litically powerless nation living at the periphery 
of the Roman Empire. He was active among 
Jews and for Jews. His mother Mary, his father 
Joseph, his family, his followers were Jews. 

His name was Jewish (Hebrew Yeshu’a).. .. 
His bible, his worship, his prayers were Jew- 
ish. In the situation at that time he could not 
have thought of any proclamation among 

the gentiles. His message was for the Jew- 

ish people, but for this people in its entirety 
without any exception. From this basic fact 

it follows irrevocably that without Judaism 
there would be no Christianity. The Bible of 
the early Christians was the “Old Testament.” 
The New Testament Scriptures became part of 
the bible only by being appended to the Old. 
The gospel of Jesus Christ everywhere quite 
consciously presupposes the Torah and the 
Prophets.' 
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Judaism in the First Century B.c. 


In the first century B.c., four principal social- 
religious parties, or sects, existed among the Pal- 
estinian Jews: Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, and 
Zealots. The religiously conservative Sadducees, 
composed of the upper stratum of Jewish society— 
influential landed gentry and hereditary priests, 
who controlled the temple in Jerusalem—insisted 
on a Strict interpretation of Mosaic Law and the 
perpetuation of temple ceremonies. Claiming to be 
the descendants of Sadok, the high priest of Solo- 
mon, Sadducees believed that they were maintain- 
ing the ancient Hebrew teachings concerning the 
Torah, which they interpreted literally. Rejecting 
the concepts of the resurrection of the dead and of 
an afterlife, they held that God meted out rewards 
and punishments on earth. Challenging the aris- 
tocratic Sadducees, the Pharisees adopted a more 
flexible attitude toward Mosaic Law; they allowed 
discussion and varying interpretations of the Law 
and granted authority to oral tradition—an “oral 
Torah” that was communicated from one genera- 
tion to another—as well as to written Scripture. 
The Pharisees had the support of most of the Jew- 
ish nation. All later forms of Judaism developed 
from the Pharisees. The third religious party, the 
Essenes, founded by a man they referred to as the 
“Teacher of Righteousness,” established a semi- 
monastic community near the Dead Sea. In 1947, 
leather scrolls in hermetically sealed cylinders 
were found near the Essene community of Qum- 
ran, about fourteen miles from Jerusalem, close to 
the Dead Sea. Dated from between c. 200 B.c. and 
A.D. 66-70, the “Dead Sea Scrolls” contain the 
oldest extant Hebrew manuscripts and also docu- 
ments that are unique to the sect of the Essenes. 
The fourth sect, the Zealots, demanded that the 
Jews neither pay taxes to Rome nor acknowledge 
the authority of the Roman emperor. Devoted pa- 
triots, the Zealots engaged in acts of resistance 
to Rome, which culminated in the great revolt of 
A.D. 66-70 (see “The Pax Romana” in Chapter 4). 

Unlike the Sadducees, the Pharisees believed in 
life after death. The concept of personal immortal- 
ity is barely mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures. 
A later addition to Hebrew religious thought, 
probably acquired from Persia, the idea had 
gained wide acceptance by the time of Jesus. The 
Essenes, too, believed in the physical resurrection 
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A.D. 29 Crucifixion of Jesus 
c. 34-64 
c. 66-70 


250-260 


Gospel of Mark is written 


Missionary activity of Saint Paul 


Decade of brutal persecution of Christians by the Romans 


313 Constantine grants toleration to Christianity 


325 Council of Nicaea rules that God and Christ are of the same substance, coequal 


and coeternal 


391-392 


Theodosius I prohibits public acts of pagan worship and the public profession 


of pagan religions; during his reign, Christianity becomes the state religion 


430 Death of Saint Augustine 


529 Saint Benedict founds monastery at Monte Cassino 


of the body but gave this doctrine a more compel- 
ling meaning by tying it to the immediate coming 
of God’s kingdom. 

Besides the afterlife, another widely recognized 
idea in the first century B.c. was the belief in the 
Messiah, a redeemer chosen by God to liberate 
Israel from foreign rule. In the days of the Mes- 
siah, it was predicted, Israel would be free, the ex- 
iles would return, and the Jews would be blessed 
with peace, unity, and prosperity. The Messiah, in 
contrast to wicked Roman rulers, would govern 
justly and righteously. 

Jesus (c. 4 B.c.-a.D. c. 29) performed his minis- 
try within this context of Jewish religious-national 
expectations and longings. The hopes of Jesus’ 
early followers stemmed from a lower-class dissat- 
isfaction with the aristocratic Sadducees; the Phar- 
isee emphasis on prophetic ideals and the afterlife; 
the Essene preoccupation with the end-of-days 
and belief in the nearness of God and the need for 
repentance; and a conquered people’s yearning for 
the Messiah, who would liberate their land from 
Roman rule and establish God’s reign. 


Jesus: Moral Transformation 
of the Individual 


Jesus himself wrote nothing, and nothing was writ- 
ten about him during his lifetime. In the genera- 
tions following his death, both Roman and Jewish 
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historians paid him scant attention. Consequently, 
virtually everything we know about Jesus comes 
from the Bible’s New Testament, which was writ- 
ten decades after Jesus’ death by dévotees seek- 
ing to convey a religious truth and to propagate a 
faith. Modern historians have rigorously and criti- 
cally analyzed the New Testament; their analyses 
have provided some insights into Jesus and his be- 
liefs, though much about him remains obscure. 

At around the age of thirty, no doubt influenced 
by John the Baptist, Jesus began to preach the com- 
ing of the reign of God and the need for people to 
repent—to undergo moral transformation so that 
they could enter God’s kingdom. For Jesus, the com- 
ing of the kingdom was imminent; the process lead- 
ing to its establishment on earth had already begun. 
A new order would soon emerge, in which God 
would govern his people righteously and mercifully. 
Hence, the present moment was critical—a time 
for spiritual preparedness and penitence—because 
an individual’s thoughts, goals, and actions would 
determine whether he or she would gain entrance 
into the kingdom. People had to change their lives 
radically. They had to eliminate base, lustful, hos- 
tile, and selfish feelings; stop pursuing wealth and 
power; purify their hearts; and show their love for 
God and their fellow human beings. Like the He- 
brew prophets, Jesus saw ethics as the core of Mo- 
saic Law: “So whatever you wish that men would 
do to you, do so to them; for this is the law and the 
prophets” (Matthew 7:12). Like the prophets, he 


denounced injustice and oppression, urged mercy 
and compassion, and expressed a special concern 
for the poor and downtrodden. 

Although Jesus did not intend to draw away his 
fellow Jews from their ancestral religion, he was 
distressed by the Judaism of his day. The rabbis 
taught the Golden Rule, as well as God’s love and 
mercy for his children, but it seemed to Jesus that 
these ethical considerations were being undermined 
by an exaggerated rabbinical concern with ritual, 
restrictions, and the fine points of the Law. Jesus be- 
lieved that the center of Judaism had shifted from 
prophetic values to obeying the rules and prohibi- 
tions regulating the smallest details of daily life. (To 
Jewish leaders, of course, these detailed regulations 
governing eating, washing, Sabbath observance, 
family relations, and so forth were God’s com- 
mands, intended to sanctify all human activities.) 
To Jesus, such a rigid view of the Law distorted the 
meaning of prophetic teachings. Rules dealt only 
with an individual’s visible behavior; they did not 
penetrate to the person’s inner being and lead to a 
moral transformation based on love, compassion, 
and selflessness. The inner person concerned Jesus, 
and it was an inner change that he sought. With the 
fervor of a prophet, he urged a moral transforma- 
tion of human character through a direct encounter 
between the individual and God. 

Jewish scribes and priests, guardians of the faith, 
regarded Jesus as a troublemaker who threatened 
ancient traditions and undermined respect for the 
Sabbath. Stated succinctly, Jewish leaders believed 
that Jesus was setting the authority of his person 
over Mosaic Law—an unpardonable blasphemy in 
their eyes. They saw him as a false prophet who 
was leading the people astray. To the Romans 
who ruled Palestine, Jesus was a political agitator 
who could ignite Jewish messianic expectations 
into a revolt against Rome. After Jewish leaders 
turned Jesus over to the Roman authorities, the 
Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate, sentenced him 
to death by crucifixion, a customary punishment 
for someone guilty of high treason. Jesus’ execu- 
tion was consistent with Roman policy in Judea, 
for the Romans routinely arrested and executed 
Jews suspected of inciting unrest against Roman 
rule. Inscribed on the cross on which he was cruci- 
fied were the words “King of the Jews,” a seemingly 
clear indication of why Pilate ordered his death. 
Although it is questionable if Jesus ever intended 
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to challenge Roman authority, Pilate was taking no 
chances. He wanted to eliminate the popular leader 
before he might ignite a popular uprising. 

Believing that Jesus was an inspired prophet 
or even the long-awaited Messiah, some Jews had 
become his followers; the chief of these were the 
Twelve Disciples. But at the time of Jesus’ death, 
Christianity was still just a small Hebrew sect, 
with dim prospects for survival. What established 
the Christian movement and gave it strength was 
the belief of Jesus’ followers that he was raised 
from the dead on the third day after his burial. 
The doctrine of the Resurrection made possible 
the belief in Jesus as divine, a savior-god who had 
come to earth to show people the way to heaven. 
For early Christians, Jesus’ death and belief in his 
resurrection took on greater importance than his 
life. For these Christians, Jesus the savior-god be- 
came the center of their emerging church. 

There is no evidence that Jesus, who never 
preached to Gentiles, intended to establish a new 
church; this was accomplished by his followers. In 
the years immediately following the Crucifixion, the 
religion of Jesus was confined almost exclusively 
to Jews, who could more appropriately be called 
Jewish-Christians. The word Christian derives from 
a name given Jesus: Christ (the Lord’s Anointed, the 
Messiah). Before this new Jewish messianic move- 
ment could realize the universal implications of 
Jesus’ teachings and become a world religion, as 
distinct from a reformist Jewish sect, it had to ex- 
tricate itself from Jewish ritual, politics, and culture. 
This achievement was the work of a Hellenized Jew 
named Saul—known to the world as Saint Paul. 


Saint Paul: From a Jewish Sect 
to a World Religion 


Saint Paul (a.p. c. 5-c. 67) came from the Greek 
city of Tarsus in southeastern Asia Minor. He 
belonged to the Diaspora, or the “Dispersion”— 
the millions of Jews living outside Palestine. 
The non-Jews, or Gentiles (from Latin gens, or 
“nation”), who came into contact with Jews of 
the Diaspora were often favorably impressed by 
Hebrew monotheism, ethics, and family life. Some 
Gentiles embraced Hebrew monotheism but re- 
fused to adhere to provisions of the Law requiring 
circumcision and dietary regulations. Among these 
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Curist GIVES THE LAW TO SAINTS PETER AND PAUL, FIFTH CENTURY, SANTA 
CosranzA, Rome. This mosaic portrays a haloed, beardless Christ bestowing 
the law in the manner of an emperor delivering an edict. 


Gentiles and the non-Palestinian Jews who were 
greatly influenced by the Greco-Roman milieu, 
Jesus’ Apostles would find receptive listeners. 

At first, Saul persecuted the followers of Jesus, 
but then he underwent a spiritual transforma- 
tion and became a follower of Jesus. Serving as 
a zealous missionary of Jewish Christianity in the 
Diaspora, Saint Paul preached to his fellow Jews 
in synagogues. Recognizing that the Christian 
message applied to non-Jews as well, Paul urged 
spreading it to the Gentiles. In the process of his 
missionary activity—and he traveled extensively 
throughout the Roman Empire—Paul formulated 
ideas that represented a fundamental break with 
Judaism and became the heart of this new religion. 
He taught that the crucified Messiah had suffered 
and died for humanity’s sins; that through Jesus 
God had revealed himself to all people, both Jews 
and Gentiles; and that this revelation supplanted 
God’s earlier revelation to the Jewish people. 
Alone, one was helpless, possessed by sin, unable 


to overcome one’s wicked nature. Jesus was the 
only hope, said Paul. 

In attempting to reach the Gentiles, Saint Paul 
had to disentangle Christianity from a Jewish 
sociocultural context. Thus, he held that neither 
Gentile nor Jewish followers of Jesus were bound 
by the hundreds of rituals and rules that constitute 
Mosaic Law. As a consequence of Jesus’ coming, 
Paul insisted, Mosaic regulations hindered mis- 
sionary activity among the Gentiles.* To Paul, the 


*Paul’s understanding of Mosaic Law is a matter of con- 
troversy. Some scholars argue that he regarded the Law as 
obsolete and broke with his ancestral faith. Other scholars, 
arguing that Paul did not forsake the Law, point to a famous 
passage: “Do we then nullify the law by this faith? Not at 
all! Rather we uphold the law” (Rom. 3:31). Paul, who 
continually described himself as a Pharisee, lived an obser- 
vant life and celebrated Jewish festivals. For these scholars, 
Paul never stopped revering the Torah, but he taught that 
Jesus, the Messiah, fulfilled the Torah’s higher purpose— 
the biblical prophecy of the Messiah’s coming. 
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new Christian community was the true fulfillment 
of Judaism; Jesus’ followers were the new Israel- 
ites. The Jews regarded their faith as a national 
religion, bound inseparably with the history of 
their people. Paul held that Jesus fulfilled not only 
the messianic aspirations of the Jews, but also the 
spiritual needs and expectations of all peoples. 
For Paul, the new Christian community was not 
a nation, but an oikoumene, a world community. 
To this extent, Christianity shared in the univer- 
salism of the Hellenistic Age. 

In preaching the doctrine of the risen Savior and 
insisting that Mosaic Law had been superseded, 
Paul (whatever his intentions) was breaking with 
his Jewish roots and transforming a Jewish sect 
into a new religion. Separating Christianity from 
Judaism enormously increased its appeal for those 
non-Jews who were attracted to Hebrew ethical 
monotheism but repelled by circumcision, dietary 
rules, and other strict requirements of Mosaic 
Law. Paul built on the personalism and univer- 
salism implicit in the teachings of Jesus (and the 
Hebrew prophets) to create a religion intended 
not for a people with its own particular history, 
culture, and land but for all humanity. 


THE SPREAD AND TRIUMPH 
OF CHRISTIANITY 


By establishing Christianity’s independence from 
Judaism, Saint Paul made the new religion fit for 
export to the Greco-Roman world. But its growth 
was slow. Originating in the first century, Chris- 
tianity took firm root in the second, grew exten- 
sively in the third, and became the official religion 
of the Roman Empire at the end of the fourth 
century. 


The Appeal of Christianity 


The triumph of Christianity was linked to a cor- 
responding decline in the vitality of Hellenism and 
a shift in cultural emphasis—a movement from 
reason to emotion and revelation. Offering com- 
forting solutions to the existential problems of life 
and death, religion demonstrated a greater capacity 
than reason to stir human hearts. Hellenism had in- 
vented the tools of rational thought, but the power 
of mythical thought was never entirely subdued. 
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By the Late Roman Empire, science and philoso- 
phy could not compete with mysticism, myth, and 
the divine. Mystery cults, which promised personal 
salvation, were spreading and gaining followers. 
Neo-Platonists yearned for a mystical union with 
the One. Astrology and magic, which offered su- 
pernatural explanations for the operations of na- 
ture, were also popular. This recoil from rational 
and worldly values helped prepare the way for 
Christianity. In a culturally stagnating and spiri- 
tually troubled Greco-Roman world, Christianity 
gave a new meaning to life and a new hope to disil- 
lusioned men and women. 

The Christian message of a divine Savior and 
a concerned Father, as well as of brotherly love, 
inspired men and women who were dissatisfied 
with the world of the here-and-now—who felt no 
attachment to city or empire, derived no inspira- 
tion from philosophy, and suffered from a pro- 
found sense of loneliness. Christianity offered the 
individual what the city and the Roman world- 
state could not: an intensely personal relationship 
with God, an intimate connection with a higher 
world, and membership in a community of the 
faithful who cared for one another. 

Stressing the intellect and self-reliance, Greco- 
Roman thought did not provide for the emo- 
tional needs of the ordinary person. Christianity 
addressed itself to this defect in the Greco-Roman 
outlook. The poor, the oppressed, and the slaves 
were attracted to the personality, life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus, his love for all, and his con- 
cern for suffering humanity. They found spiritual 
sustenance in a religion that offered a hand of 
love and taught that a person need not be well- 
born, rich, educated, or talented to be worthy, 
that God draws no distinction between the lowly, 
poor, and slaves and the mightiest aristocrats. To 
people burdened with misfortune and terrified by 
death, Christianity held the promise of eternal 
life, a kingdom of heaven where they would be 
comforted by God the Father. Thus, Christianity 
gave the common person what the aristocratic 
values of Greco-Roman civilization generally did 
not: hope, a sense of dignity, and inner strength. 
By and large, classical philosophy offered little 
compassion for the sufferer, but the cardinal prin- 
ciple of Christianity was that Jesus had endured 
earthly torments because of his love for all hu- 
man beings and that even the lowliest could be 
redeemed. 
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Map 5.1 The Spread of Christianity Aided by dedicated missionaries, Christianity 
expanded throughout the Mediterranean world and later into Germanic lands. 


Christianity succeeded not only through the 
appeal of its message, but also through the power 
of its institution, the Christian church, which 
grew into a strong organization uniting the faith- 
ful. For city dwellers, lonely, alienated, and dis- 
illusioned with public affairs—stranded mortals 
groping for a sense of community—the church 
that called its members “brother” and “sister” 
filled an elemental need of human beings to be- 
long. The church welcomed women converts, 
who were often the first to join and brought their 
menfolk after them. Among the reasons that the 
church drew women was its command to hus- 
bands to treat their wives kindly, remain faith- 
ful, and provide for the children. Moreover, in 
the eyes of God, women were spiritually equal 


with men. The church won new converts and re- 
tained the loyalty of its members by furnishing 
social services for the poor and infirm, welcom- 
ing slaves, criminals, sinners, and other outcasts, 
and offering a hand of brotherhood and comfort 
during difficult times. 

The ability of an evolving Christianity to as- 
similate elements from Greek philosophy and 
even from the mystery religions also contributed 
in no small measure to its growth. By utilizing 
Greek philosophy, Christianity was able to pres- 
ent itself in terms intelligible to those versed in 
Greek learning and thus attract educated people. 
Converts to Christianity who were trained in phi- 
losophy proved to be able defenders of their newly 
adopted faith. Because some Christian doctrines 
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(the risen savior-god, the virgin and child, life 
after death, communion with the divine), prac- 
tices (purification through baptism), and holy 
days (December 25 was the birth date of the god 
Mithras) either paralleled or were adopted from 
the mystery religions, it became relatively easy to 
win converts from these rivals. 


Christianity and Rome 


Generally tolerant of religions, the Roman gov- 
ernment at first did not significantly interfere with 
the Christian movement. Indeed, Christianity ben- 
efited in many ways from its association with the 
Roman Empire. Christian missionaries traveled 
throughout the Empire, over roads and across 
seas made safe by Roman arms. The common 
Greek dialect, Koine, spoken in most parts of the 
Empire, facilitated the missionaries’ task. Had the 
Mediterranean world been fractured into sepa- 
rate and competing states, the spread of Christi- 
anity might well have faced an insurmountable 
obstacle. The universalism of the Roman Empire, 
which made citizenship available to peoples of 
many nationalities, prepared the way for the uni- 
versalism of Christianity, which welcomed mem- 
bership from all nations. Early Christians grafted 
onto Rome’s imperial mission a spiritual evangeli- 
cal cause: “Go ye therefore and teach all nations” 
(Matthew 28:19).? 

As the number of Christians increased, 
Roman officials began to fear the Christians as 
subversives who preached allegiance to God and 
not to Rome. To many Romans, Christians were 
disloyal citizens, enemies of the social order: 
strange people who would not accept the state 
gods, would not engage in sacrifices to Roman 
divinities, scorned gladiatorial contests, stayed 
away from public baths, glorified nonviolence, 
refused to honor deceased emperors as gods, and 
worshiped a crucified criminal as Lord. Romans 
ultimately found in Christians a universal scape- 
goat for the ills burdening the Empire, such as 
famines, plagues, and military reverses. Were not 
these afflictions divine punishment for Christians’ 
refusal to honor ancestral gods and traditions? 
In an effort to stamp out Christianity, emper- 
ors occasionally resorted to persecution. Chris- 
tians were imprisoned, beaten, starved, burned 
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alive, beheaded, torn apart by wild beasts in the 
arena for the amusement of the Roman crowd, 
and crucified. However, the persecutions did not 
last long enough to extirpate the new religion. 
Actually, they strengthened the determination 
of most of the faithful and won new converts, 
who were awed by the extraordinary courage of 
the martyrs willingly dying for their faith. Many 
Christians embraced the opportunity for mar- 
tyrdom; they believed that they were reenacting 
the passion of Jesus, who sacrificed himself for 
humanity. 

Unable to crush Christianity by persecution, 
Roman emperors decided to gain the support 
of the growing number of Christians within the 
Empire. In a.p. 313, Constantine, probably genu- 
inely attracted to Christianity, issued the Edict of 
Milan, granting toleration to Christians. By A.D. 
392, Theodosius I had made Christianity the state 
religion of the Empire and declared the worship 
of pagan gods illegal. With Christians in power, 
persecution did not end, but its target had shifted 
from Christians to pagans, Jews, and Christians 
with unorthodox views. The polytheistic religions 
of the Roman world did not claim to possess an 
exhaustive truth—did not assert that a particular 
god or a particular form of worship should pre- 
vail over all others and that wrongful religious 
expressions should be rooted out. People were 
relatively free to select their own credo and en- 
gage in their own acts of worship. Christianity, in 
contrast, possessing an exclusive attitude toward 
truth, felt compelled to cleanse society of false 
gods and beliefs and often viewed nonbelievers 
as wicked enemies of God who deserved punish- 
ment. Thus mobs, often driven by fanatic clergy, 
hurled non-Christian writings into bonfires, 
destroyed pagan altars and sacred images, and 
squelched pagan rites and festivals. Emperors, 
often pushed by the clergy, passed decrees calling 
for fining, imprisoning, torturing, and executing 
adherents of pagan cults. 


Christianity and Greek Philosophy 


Christianity synthesized both the Hebrew and 
the Greco-Roman traditions. Having emerged 
from Judaism, it assimilated Hebrew monothe- 
ism and prophetic morality and retained the Old 
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Testament as the Word of God. As the new re- 
ligion evolved, it also assimilated elements of 
Greek philosophy. The ability to combine a his- 
toric Judaic monotheism, which had many ad- 
mirers in the Gentile world, with Greek rational 
philosophy was a crucial reason for Christianity’s 
triumph in the Roman Empire. But there was a 
struggle between conservatives, who wanted no 
dealings with pagan philosophy, and those believ- 
ers who recognized the value of Greek thought to 
Christianity. 

To conservative church fathers—early Chris- 
tian writers whose works are accepted as au- 
thoritative by the Catholic church—classical 
philosophy was entirely in error because it did 
not derive from divine revelation. As the final 
statement of God’s truth, Christianity super- 
seded both pagan philosophy and pagan reli- 
gions. These conservatives feared that studying 
classical authors would contaminate Christian 
morality (did not Plato propose a community of 
wives, and did not the dramatists treat violent 
passions?) and promote heresy (was not classi- 
cal literature replete with references to pagan 
gods?). For these church fathers, there could be 
no compromise between Greek philosophy and 
Christian revelation. They considered their life’s 
mission to be preaching the Gospel of Jesus, 
which required no reinforcement from pagan 
ideas. For them, faith was more reliable than all 
the demonstrations of human reason. “What in- 
deed has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” asked 
Tertullian (A.D. 150-225). “With our faith, we 
desire no further belief. For this is our faith 
that there is nothing which we ought to believe 
besides.”3 

Some church fathers, including several 
who had a Greek education, resisted this anti- 
intellectualism. Defending the value of studying 
classical literature, they maintained that such lit- 
erature, properly taught, could aid in the moral 
development of children because it presented 
many examples of virtuous deeds. Some church 
fathers claimed that Greek philosophy contained 
a dim glimmer of God’s truth, a pre-Christian 
insight into divine wisdom. Christ had corrected 
and fulfilled an insight reached by the philosophi- 
cal mind. Knowledge of Greek philosophy, they 
also contended, helped Christians explain their 


5 Early Christianity: A World Religion 


beliefs logically and argue intelligently with pagan 
critics of Christian teachings. 

Utilizing the language and categories of Greek 
philosophy, Christian intellectuals transformed 
Christianity from a simple ethical creed into 
a theoretical system, a theology. This effort to 
express Christian beliefs in terms of Greek ra- 
tionalism is referred to as the Hellenization of 
Christianity. : 

Greek philosophy enabled Christians to ex- 
plain rationally God’s existence and revelation. 
Christ was depicted as the divine or incarnate 
Logos (reason) in human form. Educated believ- 
ers could argue that the fundamental principles 
which Greek philosophers saw operating in the 
universe were established by God the Father. The 
Stoic teaching that all people are fundamentally 
equal because they share in universal reason 
could be formulated in Christian terms: that all 
are united in Christ. Christians could interpret 
the church to be the true fulfillment of the Stoic 
idea of a polity embracing the entire world. Stoic 
ethics, which stressed moderation, self-control, 
and brotherhood, was compatible with Chris- 
tianity. Particularly in Platonism, which drew 
a distinction between a world perceived by the 
senses and a higher order—a transcendent world 
that should be the central concern of human 
existence—Christian thinkers found a congenial 
vehicle for expressing Christian beliefs. The per- 
fect and universal Forms, or Ideas, which Plato 
maintained were the true goal of knowledge and 
the source of ethical standards, were held by 
Christians to exist in God’s mind. 

That Greek philosophy exerted an influence 
on church doctrine is of immense importance: it 
meant that rational thought, the priceless achieve- 
ment of the Greek mind, was not lost. However, 
the Hellenization of Christianity did not mean the 
triumph of classicism over Christianity, but rather 
the reverse: Christianity triumphed over Hel- 
lenism. Greek philosophy had to sacrifice its es- 
sential autonomy—the ability to think freely—to 
the requirements of Christian revelation; that 
is, reason had to fit into a Christian framework 
and serve faith. Although Christianity made use 
of Greek philosophy, Christian truth ultimately 
rested on faith, not reason. And in any conflict be- 
tween reason and faith, faith would prevail. 
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SAINT PAUL MOSAIC FROM THE BAPTISTRY OF THE 
ARIANS, RAVENNA, ITA.y. Inspired by Jesus’ life 
and death, Paul taught that Jesus was a resurrected 
redeemer who held the promise of salvation for both 
Jews and Gentiles. 
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DEVELOPMENT OF CHRISTIAN 
ORGANIZATION, DOCTRINE, 
AND ATTITUDES 


Early in its history, the church developed along 
hierarchical lines. Those members of the Chris- 
tian community who had the authority to preside 
over the celebration of the Mass—breaking bread 
and offering wine as Christ had done at the Last 
Supper—were called either priests or bishops. 
Gradually, the designation bishop was reserved 
for the one clergyman in the community with the 
authority to resolve disputes over doctrines and 
practices. Regarded as the successors to Jesus’ 
Twelve Disciples, bishops supervised religious ac- 
tivities within their regions. In creating a diocese 
that was supervised by a bishop and had its center 
in a leading city, the church adapted Roman ad- 
ministrative techniques. 


The Primacy of the Bishop of Rome 


The bishop of Rome, later to be called the pope, 
claimed primacy over the other bishops. In devel- 
oping the case for their supremacy over the church 
organization, bishops of Rome increasingly 
referred to the famous New Testament passage in 
which Jesus says to his disciple Simon (also called 
Peter): “‘And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this 
rock I will build my church’” (Matthew 16:18). 
Because Peter in Greek means “rock” (petra), it 
was argued that Christ had chosen Peter to suc- 
ceed him as ruler of the universal church. Since 
it was commonly accepted that Saint Peter had 
established a church in Rome and was martyred 
there, it was argued further that the Roman 
bishop inherited the power that Christ had passed 
on to Peter. 


The Rise of Monasticism 


Some devout Christians committed to living 
a perfect Christian life were distressed by the 
wickedness of the world about them, including 
the moral laxity of those clergy who chased after 
wealth and pomp. Seeking to escape from the ag- 
onies and corruptions of this world, some ardent 
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Christians withdrew to deserts and mountains in 
search of spiritual renewal. In their zeal for holi- 
ness, they sometimes practiced extreme forms of 
asceticism: self-flogging, wearing spiked corsets, 
eating only herbs, or living for years on a col- 
umn high above the ground. Gradually, colonies 
of these hermits sprang up, particularly in Egypt; 
in time, the leaders of these monastic communi- 
ties drew up written rules that required monks 
to refrain from bodily abuses and to engage in 
manual labor. 

The monastic ideal spread from East to West. 
The principal figure in the shaping of monas- 
ticism in the West was Saint Benedict (c. 480- 
c. 543), who founded a monastery at Monte 
Cassino, Italy, in 529. The Rule of Saint Bene- 
dict called for the monks to live in poverty and 
to study, labor, and obey the abbot, the head of 
the monastery. Monks were required to pray 
often, work hard, talk little, and surrender pri- 
vate property. In imposing discipline and regu- 
lations, Benedict eliminated the excessive and 
eccentric individualism of the early monks; he 
socialized and institutionalized the spiritual 
impulse that led monks to withdraw from the 
world. Benedict demonstrated the same genius 
for administration that the Romans had shown 
in organizing and governing the Empire. His 
rule became the standard for monasteries in 
Western Europe. 


The Scriptural Tradition and 
Doctrinal Disputes 


The earliest surviving Christian writings are 
Paul’s Epistles, written some twenty-five to thirty 
years after the death of Jesus. Jesus’ sayings and 
deeds were preserved by word of mouth. Some- 
time around A.D. 66-70, about forty years after 
the Crucifixion, Saint Mark formulated the 
Christian message from this oral tradition and 
perhaps from some material that had been put 
in writing earlier. Later, Saint Matthew and Saint 
Luke, relying heavily on Mark’s account, wrote 
somewhat longer Gospels. The Gospels of Mark, 
Matthew, and Luke are called synoptic because 
their approach to Jesus is very similar. The re- 
maining Gospel, written by Saint John around 
A.D. 110, varies significantly from the synoptic 
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THE ASCENSION OF JESUS INTO HEAVEN: A 


MINIATURE PAINTING, C. 586. In this illustration 
contained in a manuscript produced by a monk 
at Saint John’s Abbey, Zagba, Mesopotamia, the 
upper zone of the painting reflects a vision of the 
prophet Ezekiel (1:3-28). The lower zone shows 
Jesus’ disciples and his mother, Mary, with two 
angels as witnesses to Jesus’ ascension into heaven 
(Acts 1:7-14). 


Gospels. The synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of 
Saint John, the Acts of the Apostles, the twenty- 
one Epistles (including those written by Saint 
Paul), and Revelation constitute the twenty-seven 
books of the Christian New Testament. Chris- 
tians also accepted the Hebrews’ Old Testament 
as God’s Word. 

The early Christians had a Bible and a clergy 
to teach it. But the Holy Writ could be inter- 
preted differently by equally sincere believers, 
and controversies over doctrine threatened the 
unity of the early church. The most important 
controversy concerned how people viewed the 
relationship between God and Christ. Arius 
(A.D. 250-336), a Greek priest in Alexandria, led 
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one faction. He denied the complete divinity of 
Christ, one of the basic tenets of the church. To 
Arius, Christ was more than man but less than 
God; there was no permanent union between 
God and Christ; the Father alone was eternal 
and truly God. 

The Council of Nicaea (A.D. 325), the first as- 
sembly of bishops from all parts of the Roman 
world, was called to settle the controversy. The 
council condemned Arius and ruled that God and 
Christ were of the same substance, coequal and 
coeternal. The position adopted at Nicaea became 
the basis of the Nicene Creed, which remains the 
official doctrine of the church. Although Arian- 
ism, the name given the heresy of Arius, won 
converts for a time, it eventually died out, helped 
along by persecution. 


Christianity and Society 


Although salvation was their ultimate aim, 
Christians still had to dwell within the world 
and deal with its imperfections. In the process, 
Christian thinkers challenged some of the mo- 
res of Greco-Roman society and formulated 
attitudes that would endure for centuries. In- 
fluenced by passages in the New Testament that 
condemned acts of revenge and the shedding of 
blood, some early Christians refused military 
service. Others, however, held that in a sinful 
world, defense of the state was necessary and 
served in the army without concealment or apol- 
ogy. After Roman emperors professed Christian- 
ity, Christians began to serve the government 
more often. With the barbarians menacing the 
borders, these Christian officials could not ad- 
vocate nonviolence. Christian theorists began to 
argue that under certain circumstances—to pun- 
ish injustice or to restore peace—war was just. 
But even such wars must not entail unnecessary 
violence. 

The early Christian view of women was rooted 
in the patriarchal tradition of Jewish society. 
Paul subjected the wife to her husband’s author- 
ity. “Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to 
the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife 
as Christ is the head of the church” (Ephesians 
5:22-23). But Paul also held that all are baptized 
in Christ: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there 
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is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor 
female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gala- 
tians 3:28). Consequently, both sexes were subject 
to divine law; both men and women possessed 
moral autonomy. The early church held to strict 
standards on sexual matters. It condemned adul- 
tery and esteemed virginity pledged for spiritual 
reasons. 

Christians waged no war against slavery, 
which was widely practiced and universally ac- 
cepted in the ancient world. Paul commanded 
slaves to obey their masters, and many Chris- 
tians, including leaders of local churches, were 
themselves slave owners. While Christians did 
not try to alter the legal status of slaves, they 
did teach that slaves, too, were children of God, 
sought their conversion, urged owners not to 
treat them harshly, and considered it a virtue 
for masters to free their slaves. In the modern 
world, the Christian teaching that all persons 
are spiritually equal before God would impel 
some Christians to fight for the abolition of 
slavery. 

Christian theorists condemned sex outside of 
marriage, adultery, prostitution, homosexual- 
ity, and abortion, and insisted that the sex drive 
should be confined to reproduction, as Clem- 
ent of Alexandria wrote: “Yet marriage in itself 
merits esteem and the highest approval, for the 
Lord wished men to ‘be fruitful and multiply.’ 
He did not tell them, however, to act like lib- 
ertines, nor did He intend them to surrender 
themselves to pleasure as though born only to 
indulge in sexual relations. . . . To indulge in in- 
tercourse without intending children is to out- 
rage nature.”4 


Christianity and the Jews 


The central theme of the New Testament Gospels 
is love of both God and fellow human beings. But 
the Gospels also devote considerable attention to 
the fallen angel, Satan, and the evil demons that in- 
habit his kingdom. Increasingly, Christians identi- 
fied opponents—Jews, pagans, and heretics—with 
Satan and viewed conflicts in a moral context: a 
struggle between God’s faithful and Satan’s ser- 
vants. Over the centuries, the view that they were 
participants in a cosmic struggle between good 
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Primary Source 


Saint Benedict of Nursia: 
The Christian Way of Life 


In the following selection from his monastic book of 
rules, Saint Benedict of Nursia advises his monks 
on the attitudes and conduct necessary to live a vir- 
tuous Christian life.. 


What Are the Instruments of Good Works? 


In the first place, to love the Lord God with the 
whole heart, whole soul, whole strength, then 
his neighbor as himself. 

Then not to kill, not to commit adultery, not 
to steal, not to covet, not to bear false witness, 
to honor all men, and what anyone would not 
have done to him, let him not do to another. 
To deny himself, that he may follow Christ, to 
chasten the body, to renounce luxuries, to love 
fasting. To relieve the poor, to clothe the naked, 
to visit the sick, to bury the dead, to help in trib- 
ulation, to console the afflicted. 

To make himself a stranger to the affairs of 
the world, to prefer nothing before the love 
of Christ, not to give way to anger, not to bear 
any grudge, not to harbour deceit in the heart, 
not to forsake charity. Not to swear, lest haply 
he perjure himself, to utter truth from his heart 
and his mouth. Not to return evil for evil, not to 
do injuries, but rather to bear them patiently, 
to love his enemies, not to curse against those 
that curse him, but rather to bless them, to en- 
dure persecution for righteousness’ sake. Not 
to be proud, not given to wine, not gluttonous, 
not addicted to sleep, not slothful, not given to 
murmur, not a slanderer. To commit his hope 
to God; when he sees anything good in himself 
to attribute it to God, and not to himself, but let 
him always know that which is evil is his own 


doing; and impute it to himself. To fear the day 
of judgment, to dread hell, to desire eternal life 
with all spiritual longing, to have the expecta- 
tion of death every day before his eyes. To 
watch over his actions at all times, to know cer- 
tainly that in all places the eye of God is upon 
him; those evil thoughts which come into his 
heart to dash to pieces on Christ, and to make 
them known to his spiritual senior. To keep his 
lips from evil and wicked discourse, not to be 
fond of much talking, not to speak vain words 
or such as provoke laughter, not to love much or 
violent laughter. To give willing attention to the 
sacred readings, to pray frequently every day, 
to confess his past sins to God, in prayer, with 
tears and groanings; from thence forward to re- 
form as to those sins. 

Not to fulfill the desires of the flesh, to hate 
his own will, in all things to obey the commands 
of the abbot, even though he himself (which God 
forbid) should do otherwise, remembering our 
Lord’s commands: “What they say, do; but what 
they do, do ye not.” Not to desire to be called a 
saint before he is one, but first to be one that he 
may be truly called one; every day to fulfill the 
commands of God in his deeds, to love chastity, 
to hate no one, not to have jealousy or envy, not 
to love contention, to avoid self-conceit; to rev- 
erence seniors, to love juniors, to pray for ene- 
mies in the love of Christ, to be reconciled with 
his adversary, before the going down of the sun, 
and never to despair of the mercy of God... . 


Question for Analysis 


1. According to Saint Benedict, how should a 
Christian lead a virtuous life? 


Oliver J. Thatcher, ed., Library of Original Sources 
(Milwaukee: University Research Extension, 1907), 
4:133-134. 
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and evil led Christians to demonize adversaries, 
a practice that exacerbated hatred and justified 
mistreatment, even massacre. Christian attitudes 
and behavior toward Jews poignantly illustrate 
this point. 

Numerous links connect early Christianity 
and Judaism. Jesus himself and his earliest fol- 
lowers, including the Twelve Apostles, were Jews 
who were faithful to Jewish law. Jesus attended 
synagogue and frequently quoted the Hebrew 
scriptures—which to him and his disciples were 
the authoritative word of God—to support a 
particular viewpoint. Jesus’ message was first 
spread in synagogues throughout the Roman Em- 
pire. Early Christianity’s affirmation of the pre- 
ciousness of the human being created in God’s 
image, its belief that God rules history, its aware- 
ness of human sinfulness, its call for repentance, 
and its appeal to God for forgiveness are rooted 
in Judaism. The Christian reference to God as a 
“merciful Father” derives from Jewish prayer. 
Also rooted in Judaism are the moral norms 
proclaimed by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount 
and on other occasions. For example, “Thou shalt 
love thy neighbor as thyself” was the motto of the 
Jewish sage Hillel, a contemporary of Jesus who 
founded a school. The great value that the Torah 
places on charity was inherited by Christianity. Je- 
sus’ use of parables to convey his teachings, the 
concept of the Messiah, respect for the Sabbath, 
the practice of giving alms to the poor, and con- 
gregational worship likewise stem from Judaism. 
And, of course, Christians viewed the Hebrew 
Scriptures as God’s word. A deeper understand- 
ing of the New Testament requires knowledge of 
the Old Testament, for its thought and language 
permeated the Christian gospels. 

However, over the years, particularly after 
more and more non-Jews became followers of 
Christ, Christians forgot or devalued this rela- 
tionship to Judaism, and some thinkers began 
to show hostility toward Judaism and Jews, 
which had tragic consequences in later centu- 
ries. Several factors fueled this anti-Judaism: 
resentment against Jews for their refusal to ac- 
cept Jesus; the polemics of the Jewish establish- 
ment against the followers of Jesus; the role in 
Jesus’ death ascribed to Jews by the New Testa- 
ment; resentment against those Christians who 
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Judaized, that is, continued to observe Jewish 
festivals and the Jewish Sabbath, to regard the 
synagogue as holy, and to practice circumcision; 
and anger that Judaism remained a vital reli- 
gion, for this undermined the conviction that 
Christianity was the fulfillment of Judaism and 
the one true faith. 

What made Christian anti-Judaism particu- 
larly ominous was the effort of some theologians 
to demonize the Jewish people. The myth emerged 
that Jews, murderers of the incarnate God who 
embodied all that was good, were a cursed na- 
tion, children of the Devil, whose suffering was 
intended by God. Thus Origen (c. 185-c. 251) 
maintained that “the blood of Jesus [falls] not 
only upon those who lived then but also upon 
all generations of the Jewish people following 
afterwards until the end of the world.”> In the 
late fourth century, John Chrysostom described 
Jews as “inveterate murderers, destroyers, men 
possessed by the Devil.” “[T]hey murder their 
offspring and immolate them to the devil.” The 
synagogue, he said, was “the domicile of the devil 
as is also the soul of the Jews.” Their rites are 
“criminal and impure,” their religion is “a dis- 
ease.” For the “odious assassination of Christ,” 
there is “no expiation possible, ... no pardon.” 
Jews will live “under the yoke of servitude without 
end.”® Since the Devil was very real to early and 
medieval Christians, the Jew became identified 
with evil. Christians developed a mindset, con- 
cludes the Reverend Robert A. Everett, that was 
“unable to see anything positive in Judaism... . 
Judaism and the Jewish people came to have no 
real value for Christians except as a negative 
contrast to Christianity.”’ Because of this “teach- 
ing of contempt” and the “diabolization of the 
Jew,” the Christian ethic of love did not extend 
to Jews. 


[O]nce it is established that God has cursed 
the Jews, how can one argue that Christians 
should love them? If Jews have been fated 
by God to have ... a long history of suffer- 
ing, who are Christians to alter their history 
by doing anything to relieve Jewish suffer- 
ing? The theology of victimization thus pre- 
cludes Christian love as a basis of relating 
to Jews.8 
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The diabolization of the Jew, which bore no 
relationship to the actual behavior of Jews or to 
their highly ethical religion, and the “theology 
of victimization,” which held that the Jews were 
collectively and eternally cursed for denying 
Christ, became powerful myths. Over the cen- 
turies, these myths poisoned Christians’ hearts 
and minds against Jews, spurring innumer- 
able humiliations, persecutions, and massacres 
by Christians who believed that their actions 
were pleasing to God. Alongside this hatred of 
Jews and antipathy to their suffering, there also 
evolved the belief that Jews, faithless and per- 
fidious though they were, should be permitted 
to survive, for their dispersal among the nations 
was evidence of divine punishment; moreover, 
one day they would see the light and convert to 
the true faith. 


SAINT AUGUSTINE: 
THE CHRISTIAN WORLDVIEW 


During the early history of Christianity, many 
learned men, fathers of the church, explained and 
defended church teachings. Most of the leading 
early fathers wrote in Greek, but in the middle of 
the fourth century, three great Latin writers—Saint 
Jerome, Saint Ambrose, and Saint Augustine— 
profoundly influenced the course of Christianity 
in the West. 

Saint Jerome (A.D. c. 340-420) wrote about 
the lives of the saints and promoted the spread of 
monasticism. But his greatest achievement was the 
translation of the Old and New Testaments from 
Hebrew and Greek into Latin. Jerome’s text, the 
common, or Vulgate, version of the Bible, became 
the official edition of the Bible for the Western 
church. 

Saint Ambrose (a.D. 340-397), bishop of Mi- 
lan, Italy, instructed the clergy to deal humanely 
with the poor, the old, the sick, and the orphaned. 
He urged clerics not to pursue wealth but to prac- 
tice humility and avoid favoring the rich over the 
poor. Ambrose sought to defend the autonomy of 
the church against the power of the state. His dic- 
tum that “the Emperor is within the church, not 
above it” became a cardinal principle of the me- 
dieval church. 
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THE LADDER OF DIVINE ASCENT, TWELFTH-CENTURY 
Icon, ST. CATHERINE’S MONASTERY, MOUNT 
Stnat. Monks climbing a ladder to heaven while 
demons try to prevent them from leaving earth. 


The most important Christian theoretician 
in the Late Roman Empire was Saint Augustine 
(A.D. 354-430), bishop of Hippo in North Africa 
and author of The City of God. Augustine became 
the principal architect of the Christian outlook 
that succeeded a dying classicism. 

In 410, when Augustine was in his fifties, 
Visigoths sacked Rome—a disaster for which the 
classical consciousness was unprepared. Through- 
out the Empire, people panicked. Non-Christians 
blamed the tragedy on Christianity. Even Chris- 
tians expressed anxiety. Why were the righteous 
also suffering? Where was the kingdom of God on 
earth that had been prophesied? In The City of 
God, Augustine maintained that the worldly city 
could never be the central concern of Christians. 


Erich Lessing/Art Resource, N.Y. 


Christianity and Classical Humanism: Alternative Worldviews 


The misfortunes of Rome, therefore, should not 
distress Christians unduly because the true Chris- 
tian was a citizen of a heavenly city that could not 
be pillaged by ungodly barbarians but would en- 
dure forever. Compared with God’s heavenly city, 
Rome and its decline were unimportant. What re- 
ally mattered in history, said Augustine, was not 
the coming to be or the passing away of cities and 
empires, but the individual’s entrance into heaven 
or hell. 

Augustine did not hold that by his death Christ 
had opened the door to heaven for all. The major- 
ity of humanity remained condemned to eternal 
punishment, said Augustine; only a handful were 
blessed with the gift of faith and the promise of 
heaven. People could not by their own efforts 
overcome a sinful nature; a moral and spiri- 
tual regeneration stemmed not from human will 
power, but from God’s grace. The small number 
endowed with God’s grace constituted the City of 
God. These people lived on earth as visitors only, 
for they awaited deliverance to the Kingdom of 
Christ. Most inhabitants of the earthly city were 
destined for eternal punishment in hell. A per- 
petual conflict existed between the two cities and 
between their inhabitants: one city stood for sin 
and corruption; the other, for God’s truth and 
perfection. 

For Augustine, the highest good was not of 
this world. Rather, it consisted of eternal life 
with God. His distinction between this higher 
world of perfection and a lower world of cor- 
ruption remained influential throughout the 
Middle Ages. 

Augustine repudiated the distinguishing fea- 
ture of classical humanism: the autonomy of 
reason. For him, ultimate wisdom could not be 
achieved through rational thought alone; reason 
had to be guided by faith. Without faith, there 
could be no true knowledge, no understanding. 
Philosophy had no validity if it did not first ac- 
cept as absolutely true the existence of God and 
the authority of his revelation. Thus, Augustine 
upheld the primacy of faith. But he did not nec- 
essarily regard reason as an enemy of faith, and 
he did not call for an end to rational speculation. 
What he denied of the classical view was that 
reason alone could attain wisdom. The wisdom 
that Augustine sought was Christian wisdom, 
God’s revelation to humanity. The starting point 
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for this wisdom, he said, was belief in God and 
the Scriptures. To Augustine, secular knowledge 
for its own sake was of little value; the true sig- 
nificance of knowledge lay in its role as a tool for 
comprehending God’s will. Augustine adapted 
the classical intellectual tradition to the require- 
ments of Christian revelation. 

With Augustine, the human-centered outlook 
of classical humanism, which for centuries had 
been undergoing transformation, gave way to a 
God-centered worldview. The fulfillment of God’s 
will, not the full development of human capaci- 
ties, became the chief concern of life. The City of 
God encompassed several themes that would con- 
cern Christians for centuries: the meaning of his- 
tory and the place of the individual, the state, and 
the church in God’s plan. 


CHRISTIANITY AND CLASSICAL 
HUMANISM: ALTERNATIVE 
WORLDVIEWS 


Christianity and classical humanism are the 
two principal components of the Western tradi- 
tion. The value that modern Western civilization 
places on the individual derives ultimately from 
classical humanism and the Judeo-Christian 
tradition. Classical humanists believed that hu- 
man worth came from the capacity of individu- 
als to reason and to shape their character and 
life according to rational standards. Christianity 
also places great stress on the individual. In the 
Christian view, God cares for each person; he 
wants people to behave righteously and to en- 
ter heaven; Christ died for all because he loves 
humanity. Christianity espouses active love 
and genuine concern for fellow human beings. 
Without God, people are as Augustine described 
them: “foul, crooked, sordid, . . . vicious.” With 
God, the human personality can undergo a 
moral transformation and become loving, good, 
and free. The idea of a Christian conscience, 
prompted by God and transcending all other 
loyalties, reinforces respect for all human be- 
ings regardless of cultural and national differ- 
ences. Also promoting respect for each person is 
the presupposition of natural equality stemming 
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from the Christian belief that each individual, 
regardless of birth, wealth, or talent, is precious 
to God. 

There are striking parallels between Christian 
and Stoic ethics. Both Stoics and Christians be- 
lieved that there is an essential “brotherhood of 
man,” that all human beings are related and pos- 
sess a fundamental dignity. Both urged suppress- 
ing wild passions, expressing concern for others, 
living simply, and heeding the inner voice of con- 
science that commands human beings to do what 
is right. 

But Christianity and classical humanism 
also represent two essentially different world- 
views. The triumph of the Christian outlook 
signified a break with the essential meaning of 


classical humanism; it pointed to the end of the 
world of antiquity and the beginning of an age 
of faith, the Middle Ages. With the victory of 
Christianity, the ultimate goal of life shifted. 
Life’s purpose was no longer to achieve excel- 
lence in this world through the full and creative 
development of human capacities, but to attain 
salvation in a heavenly city. A person’s worldly 
accomplishments amounted to very little if he 
or she did not accept God and his revelation. 
The Christian ideal of the isolated and contem- 
plative monk who rejected the world in order to 
serve God was alien to the spirit of classical hu- 
manism, which valued active citizenship and ac- 
tive participation in worldly activities. Equally 
foreign to the Greco-Roman mind was another 
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idea introduced by Christianity: the need to es- 
cape from a sinful human nature, a consequence 
of Adam and Eve’s defiance of God. This view 
of a corrupt human nature and an unclean hu- 
man body, particularly in Augustine’s formula- 
tion, became deeply embedded in the European 
mind during the Christian centuries—the Mid- 
dle Ages. 

In the classical view, history had no ultimate 
end, no ultimate meaning; periods of happiness 
and misery repeated themselves endlessly. In the 
Christian view, history is filled with spiritual 
meaning. It is the profound drama of individuals 
struggling to overcome their original sin in or- 
der to gain eternal happiness in heaven. History 
began with Adam and Eve’s fall and would end 
when Christ returns to earth, evil is eradicated, 
and God’s will prevails. For the Christian, Christ 
on the cross was both the central event and a 
turning point in world history. 

Classicism held that there was no authority 
higher than reason, that individuals had within 
themselves, through unaided reason, the ability 
to understand the world and life. Christianity 
teaches that, without God as the starting point, 
knowledge is formless, purposeless, and prone to 
error. Classicism, unlike Judaism or Christianity, 
possessed no truths or moral precepts revealed 
by a divine power. Rather, classicism held that 
ethical standards were expressions of universal 
reason, laws of nature, which the human mind 
could discover. Through reason, individuals could 
discern the norms by which they should regulate 
their lives. Reason would enable them to govern 
desires and will; it would show where their be- 
havior was wrong and teach them how to correct 
it. Because individuals sought what was best for 
themselves, they would obey the voice of rea- 
son. Christianity, on the other hand, maintains 
that ethical standards emanate from the personal 
will of God. Without submission to God’s com- 
mands, people remain wicked forever; the human 
will, essentially sinful, cannot be transformed by 
the promptings of reason. Only when individuals 
turn to God for forgiveness and guidance can they 
find the inner strength to overcome their sinful 
nature. People cannot perfect themselves through 
scientific knowledge; it is spiritual insight and be- 
lief in God that they require and that must serve 
as the first principle of their lives. For classicism, 


the ultimate good was sought through indepen- 
dent thought and action; for Christianity, the ulti- 
mate good comes through knowing, obeying, and 
loving God. 

Although some Christian thinkers dismissed 
Greek philosophy as erroneous and useless, oth- 
ers respected the Greek intellectual tradition and 
rejected attempts to eradicate it. Rather, they 
sought to fit it into a Christian framework— 
that is, rational inquiry must be guided by and 
never conflict with Christian teachings. By hold- 
ing that the mind is limited in its capacity to 
think for itself and must be guided by faith and 
clerical authority, Christianity contributed to 
the waning of the classical tradition in the Late 
Roman Empire. Nevertheless, by preserving the 
Greek philosophical tradition—even if it re- 
mained subordinate to the Christian outlook— 
Christian thinkers performed a task of immense 
historical significance. 

Christianity inherited the Hebrew view of 
the overriding importance of God for humanity: 
God, who is both Lawgiver and Judge, makes 
life intelligible and purposeful. For the Chris- 
tian, God is a living being, loving and compas- 
sionate, in whose company one seeks to spend 
eternity; one knows God essentially through 
faith and feeling. Although the Greek philoso- 
phers had a conception of God, it was not com- 
parable to the God of Hebrews and Christians. 
For the Greeks, God was a logical abstraction, 
a principle of order, the prime mover, the first 
cause, the mind of the universe, pure thought, 
the supreme good, the highest truth; God was a 
concept, impersonal, unfeeling, and uninvolved 
with human concerns. The Greeks approached 
God through the intellect, not the heart; they 
neither loved nor worshiped God. In addition, 
because religion was at the periphery, not the 
center, of classical humanism, the idea of God 
did not carry the same significance as it did for 
Christianity. 

Christianity maintained that there was a 
prescribed way to worship the one true God, that 
belief in other gods was an abomination, and 
that nonbelievers (or infidels) and heretics were 
wicked sinners hated by God. Over the centuries, 
this outlook sanctioned fanaticism, persecution, 
and holy war with accompanying massacres—a 
terrible legacy that constitutes the dark side of 
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monotheism. Unlike the monotheistic faiths— 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—Greek and 
Roman polytheism had no concepts of martyr- 
dom for the true faith and holy war against the 
infidel and consistently tolerated many different 
religious beliefs and practices as long as they did 
not threaten the state. 

In the classical world, the political community 
was the avenue to justice, happiness, and self- 
realization. In Christianity, the good life was iden- 
tified not with worldly achievement but with life 
eternal, and the ideal commonwealth could only 
be one that was founded and ruled by Christ. It 
was entrance into God’s kingdom that each per- 
son must make the central aim of life. Christian 
thinkers viewed the state as an inferior commu- 
nity to their own, the church of Christ, with its 


NOTES 


> 


1. Hans King, “Christianity and Judaism,” in 
Jesus’ Jewishness, ed. James H. Charlesworth 
(New York: Crossroad, 1991), p. 259. 


2. The biblical quotations are from the Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 
1946, 1952, and 1971 the National Council of 
the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by per- 
mission. All rights reserved. 


3. Tertullian, “On Prescription Against Here- 
tics,” in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Alexan- 
der Roberts and James Donaldson (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1918), vol. 3, chap. 7, 
p. 246. 


. From Clement of Alexandria, Christ the Educa- 
tor, trans. Simon P. Woo, C. P. (New York, Fa- 
thers of the Church, 1954), 175. 


5. Origenis, Commentariorum in Evangelium 
Secundum Matthaeum, in Patrologiae Cursus 
Completus, series Graeca Prior, ed. J. P. Migne 
(Paris: Parisiorum, 1862), vol. 13, cols. 1494- 
1495, pars. 775-776; trans. J. Castora for this 
volume. 


6. Quoted in Edward H. Flannery, The Anguish of 
the Jews (London: Macmillan, 1965), p. 48. 


5 Early Christianity: A World Religion 


ties to a spiritual realm, the highest good. Secu- 
lar power, they held, should submit to ecclesias- 
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in the Middle Ages. 
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Coronation of Charlemagne. 


Politics and Society Thought and Culture 


Germanic kingdoms established on Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy 
former Roman lands (400s and 500s) (523) 
Saint Benedict founds monastery at Law Code of Justinian (529) 
Monte Cassino (529) Byzantine church Hagia Sophia (532- 
Pope Gregory I sends missionaries to 537) 
convert the Anglo-Saxons (596) Cassiodorus establishes a monastic 
library at Vivarium (540) 
Spread of Islam (622-732) The Koran (610) 


Charles Martel defeats the Muslims at Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English 
Tours (732) People (c. 700) 
Muslim Golden Age (700s and 800s) 
Charlemagne crowned emperor of Carolingian Renaissance (768-814) 
Romans (800) Alfred the Great promotes learning in 
Muslim, Magyar, and Viking invasions England (871-899) 
of Latin Christendom (9th and 
early 10th century) 
Growth of feudalism (800-1100) 


German king Otto I becomes first Holy 
Roman Emperor (962) 


Split between the Byzantine and Roman Romanesque style in architecture 
churches (1054) (1000s and 1100s) 

Norman conquest of England (1066) 

Start of First Crusade (1096) 


Philip Augustus expands central Flowering of medieval culture (1100s 
authority in France (1180-1223) and 1200s): universities, Gothic 
Development of common law and jury architecture, scholastic philosophy, 

system in England (1100s) revival of Roman law 
Pontificate of Innocent III: height of 
papal power (1198-1216) 


Magna Carta (1215) Aquinas, Summa Theologica (1267- 
Destruction of Baghdad by Mongols 1273) 
(1258) 


Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453) Dante, Divine Comedy (c. 1307-1321) 
Black Death (1347-1351) Chaucer, Canterbury Tales 
Great Schism of papacy (1378-1417) (c. 1388-1400) 
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The Rise of Europe: Fusion 
of Classical, Christian, 
and Germanic Traditions 


The Medieval East 

Latin Christendom in the Early Middle Ages 

Feudal Society 

Agrarian Society 

Economic Expansion During the High Middle Ages © 
The Rise of States 

The Growth of Papal Power 


Christians and Jews 


Focus Questions 


1. How did Latin Christendom blend Christian, Greco-Roman, and Germanic 
traditions? 


. What was Byzantium’s long-term influence on world history? 
. What does Islam have in common with Christianity? How do they differ? 


2 
3} 
4. What was the significance of medieval Muslim intellectual life? 
5. What conditions led to the rise of feudalism and manorialism? 
6 


. What were the signs of vitality and recovery in European economic, political, 
and religious life during the High Middle Ages? 


. Why was there a conflict between church and state during the Middle Ages? 


co N 


. What prompted lords and commoners to heed the papacy’s call for a 
crusade? 





. What conditions led to the rise of states? What were the essential differences 
characterizing the development of medieval England, France, and Germany? 


. What factors led to the rise of anti-Semitism during the Middle Ages? How 
does anti-Semitism demonstrate the power of mythical thinking? 


T.. triumph of Christianity and the establishment of Ger- 
manic kingdoms on once Roman lands constituted a new phase 
in Western history: the end of the ancient world and the beginning 
of the Middle Ages, a period that spanned a thousand years. In 
the ancient world, the locus of Greco-Roman civilization was the 
Mediterranean Sea. The heartland of medieval civilization gradu- 
ally shifted to the north, to regions of Europe that Greco-Roman 
civilization had barely penetrated. During the Middle Ages, a 
common European civilization, Latin Christendom, evolved in- 
tegrating Christian, Greco-Roman, and Germanic traditions: 
Christianity was at the center of medieval civilization; Rome, the 
seat of the papacy, was the spiritual capital and Latin the lan- 
guage of intellectual life; and Germanic customs pervaded social 
and legal relationships. In the Early Middle Ages (500-1050), the 
new civilization was struggling to take form; in the High Middle 


Ages (1050-1300), medieval civilization reached its peak. + 
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THE MEDIEVAL EAST 


Three new civilizations based on religion emerged 
from the ruins of the Roman Empire: Latin Chris- 
tendom (Western and Central Europe) and two 
Eastern civilizations, Byzantium and Islam. 


Byzantium 


Although the Roman Empire in the West fell to 
the German tribes, the eastern provinces survived. 
They did so because they were richer, more urban- 
ized, and more populous and because the main 
Germanic and Hunnish invasions were directed at 
the western regions. In the eastern parts, Byzan- 
tine civilization took shape. Its religion was Chris- 
tianity; its language and culture Greek; and its 
machinery of administration Roman. The capital, 
Constantinople, was a fortress city, perfectly situ- 
ated to resist attacks from land and sea. 

During the Early Middle Ages, Byzantine civi- 
lization was economically and culturally far more 
advanced than that of the Latin West. At a time 
when few Westerners (Latin Christians) could 
read or write, Byzantine scholars studied the lit- 
erature, philosophy, science, and law of ancient 
Greece and Rome. Whereas trade and urban life 
had greatly declined in the West, Constantino- 
ple was a magnificent Byzantine city of schools, 
libraries, open squares, and bustling markets. 

Over the centuries, many differences developed 
between the Byzantine church and the Roman 
church. The pope resisted domination by the Byz- 
antine emperor, and the Byzantines would not ac- 
cept the pope as head of all Christians. The two 
churches quarreled over ceremonies, holy days, the 
display of images, and the rights of the clergy. The 
final break came in 1054: the Christian church 
split into the Roman Catholic church in the West 
and the Eastern (Greek) Orthodox church in the 
East, a division that still persists. 

Political and cultural differences widened the 
rift between Latin Christendom and Byzantium. 
In the Byzantine Empire, Greek was the language 
of religion and intellectual life; in the West, Latin 
predominated. Latin Christians refused to recog- 
nize that the Byzantine emperors were, as they 
claimed to be, successors to the Roman emperors. 
Byzantine emperors were absolute rulers who held 
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that God had chosen them to rule and to institute 
divine will on earth. As successors to the Roman 
emperors, they claimed to rule all the lands that 
had once been part of the Roman Empire. 

At its height, under Emperor Justinian, who 
reigned from 527 to 565, the Byzantine Empire in- 
cluded Greece, Asia Minor, Italy, southern Spain, 
and parts of the Near East, North Africa, and the 
Balkans. Over the centuries, the Byzantines faced 
attacks from the Germanic Lombards and Visi- 
goths, Persians, Muslim Arabs, Seljuk Turks, and 
Latin Christians. The death blow to the empire 
was dealt by the Ottoman Turks. Originally from 
Central Asia, they had accepted Islam and had 
begun to build an empire. They drove the Byzan- 
tines from Asia Minor and conquered much of the 
Balkans. By the beginning of the fifteenth century, 
the Byzantine Empire consisted of only two small 
territories in Greece and the city of Constantino- 
ple. In 1453, the Ottoman Turks broke through 
Constantinople’s great walls and plundered the 
city. After more than ten centuries, the Byzantine 
Empire had come to an end. 

During its thousand years, Byzantium had a 
significant impact on world history. First, it pre- 
vented the Muslim Arabs from advancing into 
Eastern Europe. Had the Arabs broken through 
Byzantine defenses, much of Europe might 
have been converted to the new faith of Islam. 
Another far-reaching development was the codifi- 
cation of the laws of ancient Rome under Justin- 
ian. This monumental achievement, the Corpus 
Juris Civilis, preserved Roman law’s principles of 
reason and justice. Today’s legal codes in much of 
Europe and Latin America trace their roots to the 
Roman law recorded by Justinian’s lawyers. The 
Byzantines also preserved the philosophy, science, 
mathematics, and literature of ancient Greece. 

Contacts with Byzantine civilization stim- 
ulated learning in both the Islamic world to the 
east and Latin Christendom to the west. Spe- 
ros Vryonis, a student of Byzantine civiliza- 
tion, states: “The Byzantines carried the torch 
of civilization unextinguished at a time when 
the barbarous Germanic and Slav tribes had re- 
duced much of Europe to near chaos: and they 
maintained this high degree of civilization until 
Western Europe gradually emerged and began to 
take form.”! Byzantium exerted an important re- 
ligious, cultural, and linguistic influence on Latin 


Chronology 6.1 + The Early and High Middle Ages 


496 Clovis adopts Roman Christianity 


596 Pope Gregory I sends missionaries to convert the Anglo-Saxons 


732 Charles Martel defeats the Muslims at Tours 


768 Charlemagne becomes king of the Franks 


800 Charlemagne is crowned emperor of the Romans by Pope Leo III 


c. 840s Height of Viking attacks 


962 Otto I crowned emperor of the Romans, beginning the Holy Roman Empire 


987 Hugh Capet becomes king of France 


1054 
1066 
1075 
1096 
1198-1216 


First Crusade begins 


Romanians, eastern Slavs (Russians and 
Ukrainians), and southern Slavs (Serbs and Bul- 
gars). From Byzantium, the Slavs acquired le- 
gal principles, art forms, and an alphabet (the 
Cyrillic, based on the Greek) for writing their 
languages. (On the other hand, the western 
Slavs—Poles, Czechs, and Slovaks—came un- 
der the influence of Latin Christianity and Latin 
culture.) 


Islam 


The second civilization to arise after Rome’s fall 
was based on the vital new religion of Islam, 
which emerged in the seventh century among 
the Arabs of Arabia. Its founder was Muham- 
mad (c. 570-632), a prosperous merchant in the 
trading city of Mecca. At times the introspec- 
tive Muhammad withdrew from worldly affairs 
and devoted himself to meditation. He began to 
experience visions, which he interpreted as mes- 
sages from God. When Muhammad was about 
forty, he believed that he was visited in his sleep 
by the angel Gabriel, who ordered him to “re- 
cite in the name of the Lord!” Transformed by 
this experience, Muhammad came to believe 


Norman conquest of England 


Split between the Byzantine and Roman churches 


Start of the Investiture Controversy 


Pontificate of Innocent III: height of the church’s power 





that he had been chosen to serve as a prophet, 
the carrier of God’s revelation. Although most 
desert Arabs worshiped tribal gods, many Ar- 
abs in the towns and trading centers, including 
Muhammad, were familiar with Judaism and 
Christianity, and some had accepted the idea of 
one God. Rejecting the many deities of the tribal 
religions, Muhammad offered the Arabs a new 
monotheistic faith, Islam, which means “surren- 
der to Allah (God).” 

Islamic standards of morality and rules gov- 
erning daily life are set by the Koran, which 
Muslims believe contains the words of Allah as 
revealed to Muhammad. Muslims see their reli- 
gion as the completion and perfection of Juda- 
ism and Christianity; they believe both of these 
monotheistic predecessors were superseded by 
Allah’s revelation to Muhammad. Muslims re- 
gard the ancient Hebrew prophets as messengers 
of God and value their message of compassion 
and the oneness of humanity. They also ac- 
knowledge Jesus as a great prophet but do not 
consider him divine and view the Trinity as a 
form of polytheism. Muslims view Muhammad 
as the last and greatest of the prophets and see 
him as entirely human; they worship only Al- 
lah, the creator and ruler of heaven and earth, 
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MOSQUE OF MUHAMMAD ALI, CAIRO, TWELFTH 
CENTURY A.D. This mosque was a gathering place 
for prayer, preaching, and study of the Koran. 
Mosques were usually rectangular buildings, with 
arcaded porticos surrounding an open court. Inside, 
the focal point was an apse facing Mecca from 
which the local Imam (holy man) led the congregation 
in prayer. Nearby was a pulpit for preaching and a 
copy of the Koran on a lectern. In the outer court 
were pools or fountains for ritual purification. At 
the Cairo mosque, the fountains were covered by 
a domed building. Attached to the mosque were 
minarets for calling the faithful to daily prayers. 


a single, all-powerful God who is merciful, com- 
passionate, and just. According to the Koran, on 
the Day of Judgment unbelievers and the wicked 
will be dragged into a fearful place of “scorch- 
ing winds and seething water,” and “sinners... 
shall eat ... [bitter] fruit... [and] drink boiling 
water.”? Faithful Muslims who have lived virtu- 
ously are promised paradise, a garden of bodily 
pleasures and spiritual delights. 
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In a little more than two decades, Muham- 
mad united the often feuding Arabian tribes into a 
powerful force dedicated to Allah and to spread- 
ing the Islamic faith. After Muhammad’s death 
in 632, his friend and father-in-law, Abu Bakr, 
became his successor, or caliph. Regarded as the 
defender of the faith, whose power derived from 
Allah, the caliph governed in accordance with 
Muslim law as defined in the Koran. 

The Islamic state was a theocracy, in which 
government and religion were inseparable; there 
could be no distinction between secular and spiri- 
tual authority. The separation of church and state, 
which became firmly rooted in the West in mod- 
ern times, still remains an alien and hated concept 
for many Muslims. Muslims viewed God as the 
source of all law and political authority and the 
caliph as his earthly deputy. Divine law regulated 
all aspects of human relations. The ruler who 
did not enforce Koranic law failed in his duties. 
Thus, Islam was more than a religion; it was also 
a system of government, society, law, and thought 
that bound its adherents into an all-encompassing 
community. The idea of a single society governed 
by the Koran and aspiring to extend its power 
over non-Muslims remained deeply embedded in 
the Muslim mind over the centuries and for some 
is still a powerful force today. 

Christians and Jews who lived in Islamic lands 
had to accept a subordinate status—they could not 
bear arms, were assessed a special tax, could be 
barred from testifying in court against a Muslim, 
and were required to wear clothing with distin- 
guishing marks—a sign of humiliation. Neverthe- 
less, as “people of the book,” Jews and Christians 
were protected communities, and despite instances 
of loss of property or life, or both, the two groups 
generally went about their business and practiced 
their religions free of persecution. As a rule, Jews 
were physically safer in Muslim than in Christian 
lands. 

Islam gave the many Arab tribes the unity, disci- 
pline, and organization to succeed in their wars of 
conquest. Under the first four caliphs, who ruled 
from 632 to 661, the Arabs, with breathtaking 
speed, overran the Persian Empire, seized some of 
Byzantium’s provinces, and invaded Europe. Mus- 
lim warriors believed that they were engaged in 
a holy war or jihad (literally, striving in the path 
of God), to spread Islam to nonbelievers and that 
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those who died in the jihad were assured a place 
in paradise. Either by conversion or conquest, 
maintained Islamic theorists, infidels were des- 
tined to submit to Islamic jurisdiction. A desire 
to escape from the barren Arabian Desert and to 
exploit the rich Byzantine and Persian lands was 
another compelling reason for expansion. In the 
east, Islam’s territory eventually extended into 
India and to the borders of China; in the west, it 
encompassed North Africa and most of Spain. But 
the Muslims’ northward push lost momentum 
and was halted in 717 by the Byzantines at Con- 
stantinople and in 732 by the Franks at the battle 
of Tours in central France. 

The Arabs who burst into the Byzantine and 
Persian empires had no tradition of science or 
philosophy. But they were quick to absorb the 
learning of others. In the eighth and ninth cen- 
turies, under the Abbasid caliphs, Muslim civili- 
zation entered its golden age. Islamic civilization 
creatively integrated Arabic, Byzantine, Persian, 
and Indian cultural traditions. During the Early 
Middle Ages, when learning was at a low point in 
Western Europe, the Muslims forged a high civi- 
lization. Muslim science, philosophy, and math- 
ematics rested largely on the achievements of the 
ancient Greeks. The Muslims acquired Greek 
learning from the older Persian and Byzantine 
civilizations, which had kept alive the Greek in- 
heritance. By translating Greek works into Ara- 
bic and commenting on them, Muslim scholars 
performed the great historical task of preserving 
the philosophical and scientific heritage of an- 
cient Greece. This Greek learning, supplemented 
by original contributions of Muslim scholars and 
scientists, was eventually passed on to Christian 
Europe, a transmission of immense historical sig- 
nificance, as the historian W. Montgomery Watt 
explains: 


When one becomes aware of the full extent 
of Arab experimenting, Arab thinking and 
Arab writing, one sees that without the Arabs 
European science and philosophy would not 
have developed when they did. The Arabs 
were no mere transmitters of Greek thought, 
but genuine bearers, who both kept alive the 
disciplines they had been taught and extended 
their range. When about 1100 Europeans 
became seriously interested in... science and 


philosophy ... (they) had to learn all they 
could from the Arabs before they themselves 
could make further advances. 


The Arab empire, stretching from Spain 
to India, was unified by a common language 
(Arabic), a common faith, and a common culture. 
By the eleventh century, however, the Arabs began 
losing their dominance in the Islamic world. The 
Seljuk Turks, who had taken Asia Minor from the 
Byzantines, also conquered the Arabic lands of 
Syria, Palestine, and much of Persia. Although the 
Abbasid caliphs remained the religious and cul- 
tural leaders of Islam, political power was exer- 
cised by Seljuk sultans. In the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, the Muslims lost Sicily and most of 
Spain to Christian knights, and European Crusad- 
ers carved out kingdoms in the Near East. 

In the thirteenth century, Mongols led by 
Genghis Khan devastated Muslim lands; in the 
late fourteenth century, this time led by Tamerlane, 
they again plundered and massacred their way 
through Arab territory. After Tamerlane’s death 
in 1404, his empire disintegrated, and its collapse 
left the way open for the Ottoman Turks. 

The Ottoman Empire reached its height in the 
sixteenth century with the conquest of Egypt, 
North Africa, Syria, and the Arabian coast. The 
Ottomans developed an effective system of admin- 
istration, but they could not restore the cultural 
brilliance, the thriving trade, or the prosperity 
that the Muslim world had known under the Ab- 
basid caliphs of Baghdad. 


LATIN CHRISTENDOM IN THE 
EARLY MIDDLE AGES 


The centuries of cultural greatness of both the 
Islamic and the Byzantine civilizations enriched 
the Western world. However, neither Islam 
nor Byzantium made the breakthroughs in sci- 
ence, technology, philosophy, the arts, econom- 
ics, and political thought that gave rise to the 
modern world. That process was the singular 
achievement of Europe. During the Early Middle 
Ages (500-1050), Latin Christendom was cul- 
turally far behind the two Eastern civilizations, 
but by the twelfth century it had caught up. 


In succeeding centuries, it produced the move- 
ments that ushered in the modern age: the Renais- 
sance, the Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, 
the Age of Enlightenment, the French Revolution, 
and the Industrial Revolution. 


Political, Economic, and 
Intellectual Transformation 


From the sixth to the eighth century, Europeans 
struggled to overcome the disorder created by the 
breakup of the Roman Empire and the deteriora- 
tion of Greco-Roman civilization. In the process, 
a new civilization, with its own distinctive style, 
took root. It grew out of the intermingling of 
Greco-Roman civilization, the Christian outlook, 
and Germanic traditions. But centuries would 
pass before it would come to fruition. 

In the fifth century, German invaders founded 
kingdoms in North Africa, Italy, Spain, Gaul, and 
Britain—lands formerly belonging to Rome. Even 
before the invasions, the Germans had acquired 
some knowledge of Roman culture and were at- 
tracted to it. Therefore, the new Germanic rulers 
sought not to destroy Roman civilization but to 
share in its advantages. For example, Theodoric the 
Great (476-526), the Ostrogoth ruler of Italy, re- 
tained the Roman Senate, government officials, civil 
service, and schools, and rich aristocratic Roman 
families continued to hold high government of- 
fices. The Burgundians in Gaul and the Visigoths in 
Spain maintained Roman law for their conquered 
subjects. All the Germanic kingdoms tried to keep 
Roman systems of taxation; furthermore, Latin re- 
mained the official language of administration. 

But the Germanic kingdoms, often torn by 
warfare, internal rebellion, and assassination, 
provided a poor political base on which to re- 
vive a decadent and dying classical civilization. 
Most of the kingdoms survived for only a short 
time and had no enduring impact. An exception 
to this trend occurred in Gaul and south-central 
Germany, where the most successful of the Ger- 
manic kingdoms was established by the Franks— 
the founders of the new Europe. 

The Roman world was probably too far gone 
to be rescued, but even if it had not been, the 
Germans were culturally unprepared to play the 
role of restorer. By the end of the seventh century, 
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the old Roman lands in Western Europe showed a 
marked decline in central government, town life, 
commerce, and learning. Though vigorous and 
brave, the German invaders were essentially a rural 
and warrior people, tribal in organization and out- 
look. Their native culture, which was without cities 
or written literature, was primitive compared with 
the literary, philosophical, scientific, and artistic 
achievements of the Greco-Roman world. The Ger- 
mans were not equipped to reform the decaying 
Roman system of administration and taxation or 
to cope with the economic problems that had bur- 
dened the Empire. Nor could they maintain roads 
and irrigation systems, preserve skills in the arts of 
stoneworking and glassmaking, or breathe new life 
into the dying humanist culture. 

The distinguishing feature of classical civiliza- 
tion, its vital urban institutions, had deteriorated 
in the Late Roman Empire. Under the kingdoms 
created by Germanic chieftains, the shift from an 
urban to a rural economy accelerated. Although 
towns did not vanish altogether, they continued to 
lose control over the surrounding countryside and 
to decline in wealth and importance. They were 
the headquarters of bishops, rather than centers 
of commerce and intellectual life. Italy remained 
an exception to this general trend. There, Roman 
urban institutions persisted, even during the crud- 
est period of the Early Middle Ages. Italian cit- 
ies kept some metal currency in circulation and 
traded with one another and with Byzantium. 

In retreat since the Late Roman Empire, 
Greco-Roman humanism continued its decline in 
the centuries immediately following Rome’s de- 
mise. The old Roman upper classes abandoned 
their heritage and absorbed the ways of their Ger- 
manic conquerors, the Roman schools closed, and 
Roman law faded into disuse. Aside from clerics, 
few people could read and write Latin, and even 
learned clerics were rare. Knowledge of the Greek 
language in Western Europe was almost totally 
lost, and the Latin rhetorical style deteriorated. 
Many literary works of classical antiquity were 
either lost or neglected. Raids by Germanic tribes 
and later by Muslims, Magyars, and Vikings 
devastated libraries. Works by great authors were 
lost forever. For example, of the hundred dramas 
written by Sophocles, only seven survived. Gone 
were attempts to understand the natural world 
through reason; magic and the occult prevailed 
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among both pagans and Christians. The litera- 
ture of the seventh century, concerned principally 
with the lives of saints, was devoid of the human- 
ist themes that had motivated Greek and Roman 
poets and dramatists. European culture was much 
poorer than the high civilizations of Byzantium, 
Islam, and ancient Rome. 

During this period of cultural poverty, the few 
persons who were learned generally did not en- 
gage in original thought but rather salvaged and 
transmitted remnants of classical civilization. In a 
rudimentary way, they were struggling to create 
a Christian culture that combined the intellectual 
tradition of Greece and Rome with the religious 
teachings of the Christian church. 

An important figure in the intellectual life 
of this transitional period was Boethius (480- 
c. 525), a descendant of a noble Italian family. 
Aspiring to rescue the intellectual heritage of 
antiquity, Boethius translated into Latin some 
of Aristotle’s treatises on logic and wrote com- 
mentaries on Aristotle, Cicero, and Porphyry (a 
Neo-Platonist philosopher). Until the twelfth cen- 
tury, virtually all that Latin Christendom knew of 
Aristotle came from Boethius’s translations and 
commentaries. Similarly, his work in mathemat- 
ics, which contains fragments from Euclid, was 
the main source for the study of that discipline in 
the Early Middle Ages. In his theological writings, 
Boethius tried to demonstrate that reason did not 
conflict with orthodoxy—an early attempt to at- 
tain a rational comprehension of belief, or, as he 
expressed it, to join faith to reason. Boethius’s 
early effort to examine Christian doctrines ra- 
tionally, a salient feature of medieval philosophy, 
was to grow to maturity in the twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries. 

Cassiodorus (c. 490-575), another Italian, col- 
lected Greek and Latin manuscripts and helped 
start the monastic practice of copying classical 
texts. Without this tradition, many key Chris- 
tian and pagan works would undoubtedly have 
perished. In Spain, another preserver of ancient 
works, Isidore of Seville (c. 576-636), compiled 
an encyclopedia, Etymologiae, covering a diver- 
sity of topics from arithmetic and furniture to 
God. Isidore derived his information from many 
secular and religious sources. Quite understand- 
ably, his work contained many errors, particularly 
in its references to nature. For centuries, though, 
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the Etymologiae served as a standard reference 
work and was found in every monastic library of 
note. 

The translations and compilations made by 
Boethius, Cassiodorus, and Isidore, the books col- 
lected and copied by monks and nuns, and the 
schools established in monasteries (particularly 
those in Ireland, England, and Italy) kept intellec- 
tual life from dying out completely in the Early 
Middle Ages. 


The Church: Shaper 
of Medieval Civilization 


Christianity was the integrating principle and 
the church was the dominant institution of the 
Middle Ages. During the Late Roman Empire, 
as the Roman state and its institutions decayed, 
the church gained in power and importance. Its 
organization grew stronger, and its membership 
increased. Unlike the Roman state, the church 
was a healthy and vital organization. The elite of 
the Roman Empire had severed their commitment 
to the values of classical civilization, whereas the 
church leaders were intensely devoted to their 
faith. 

When the Empire collapsed, the church re- 
tained the Roman administrative system and 
preserved elements of Greco-Roman civilization. 
A unifying and civilizing agent, the church pro- 
vided people with an intelligible and purposeful 
conception of life and death. In a dying world, 
the church was the only institution capable of 
reconstructing civilized life. Thus, the Christian 
outlook, rather than the traditions of the German 
tribes, formed the foundation of medieval civi- 
lization. During the course of the Middle Ages, 
people came to see themselves as participants in 
a great drama of salvation. There was only one 
truth: God’s revelation to humanity. There was 
only one avenue to heaven, and it passed through 
the church. Membership in a universal church re- 
placed citizenship in a universal empire. Across 
Europe, from Italy to Ireland, a new society cen- 
tered on Christianity was taking shape. 

Monks helped build the foundation of medi- 
eval civilization. During the seventh century, intel- 
lectual life on the European Continent continued 
its steady decline. In the monasteries of Ireland 





6 The Rise of Europe: Fusion of Classical, Christian, and Germanic Traditions 


Scala/Art Resource, N.Y. 


Mosaic, THE CouRT OF JUSTINIAN, C. A.D. 547. During his long reign, 
Justinian succeeded in regaining lands in the western Mediterranean that had 
been conquered by the Germanic invaders. His lasting achievement was the 
appointment of a commission of scholars to collect and codify Rome’s ancient 
laws and the commentaries of learned jurists. 


and England, however, a tradition of learning 
persisted. Early in the fifth century, Saint Patrick 
began the conversion of the Irish to Christianity. 
In Ireland, Latin became firmly entrenched as the 
language of both the church and scholars at a time 
when it was in danger of disappearing in many 
parts of the Continent. Irish monks preserved and 
cultivated Latin and even preserved some knowl- 
edge of Greek, and during their missionary activi- 
ties, they revived the use of Latin on the Continent. 
In England, the Anglo-Saxons, both men and 
women—who converted to Christianity mainly 
in the seventh century—also established mon- 
asteries that kept learning alive. In the sixth and 
seventh centuries, Irish and Anglo-Saxon monks 
became the chief agents for converting people in 
Northern Europe. Thus, monks and nuns made 


possible a unitary European civilization based on 
a Christian foundation. By copying and preserv- 
ing ancient texts, they also kept alive elements of 
ancient civilization. 

During the Early Middle Ages, when cities were 
in decay, monasteries, whose libraries contained 
theological works and ancient Latin classics, were 
the principal cultural centers; they would remain 
so until the rebirth of towns in the High Middle 
Ages. Monasteries also offered succor to the sick 
and the destitute and served as places of refuge 
for travelers. To the medieval mind, the monks’ 
and nuns’ selfless devotion to God, adoption of 
apostolic poverty, and dedication to prayer and 
contemplation represented the highest expres- 
sion of the Christian way of life; it was the fin- 
est and most certain path to salvation. It was not 
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uncommon for both men and women, with old 
age or even death approaching, to take the vows 
so they might die as monks or nuns. 

The Early Middle Ages were a formative period 
for the papacy, as well as for society in general. A 
decisive figure in the strengthening of the papacy 
was Gregory I, known as the Great (590-604). 
One of the ablest of medieval popes, Gregory 
used Roman methods of administration to orga- 
nize papal property effectively in Italy, Sicily, Sar- 
dinia, Gaul, and other regions. He strengthened 
his authority over bishops and monks, dispatched 
missionaries to England to win over the Anglo- 
Saxons, and set his sights on an alliance with the 
Franks. Finally materializing 150 years later, this 
alliance helped shape medieval history. 


The Kingdom of the Franks 


From their homeland in the Rhine River valley, 
the Frankish tribes had expanded into Roman ter- 
ritory during the fourth and fifth centuries. The 
ruler Clovis united the various Frankish tribes and 
conquered most of Gaul. In 496, he converted to 
Roman Christianity. Clovis’s conversion to Cathol- 
icism was an event of great significance. A number 
of other German kings had adopted the Arian form 
of Christianity, which the church had declared 
heretical. By embracing Roman Christianity, the 
Franks became a potential ally of the papacy. 

Clovis’s successors could not maintain control 
over their lands, and power passed to the mayor 
of the palace, the king’s chief officer. Serving as 
mayor of the palace from 717 to 741, Charles 
Martel subjected all Frankish lands to his rule. In 
addition, at the battle of Tours in 732, he defeated 
the Muslims. Although the Muslims continued to 
occupy the Iberian Peninsula, they would advance 
no farther north into Europe. 

Charles Martel was succeeded by his son Pepin 
the Short, who in 751 deposed the king. With the 
approval of the papacy and his nobles, Pepin was 
crowned king by Boniface, a prominent bishop. 
Two years later, Pope Stephen II anointed Pepin 
again as king of the Franks and appealed to him 
to protect the papacy from the Lombards, the last 
German tribe to invade formerly Roman territory. 
Pepin crossed into Italy, defeated the Lombards, 
and turned over captured lands to the papacy. 
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This famous Donation of Pepin made the pope 
ruler of the territory between Rome and Ravenna, 
which became known as the Papal States. 


The Era of Charlemagne 


The alliance between the Franks and the papacy 
was continued by Pepin’s successor, Charlemagne 
(Charles the Great), who ruled from 768 to 814. 
Charlemagne continued the Carolingian (the term 
refers to Charles Martel and his descendants) 
policy of expanding the Frankish kingdom. He 
destroyed the Lombard kingdom and declared 
himself king of the Lombards. He added Bavaria 
to his kingdom, and after long, terrible wars, he 
forced the Saxons to submit to his rule and con- 
vert to Christianity—thousands were beheaded 
when they were slow to choose between bap- 
tism or execution. He also conquered a region in 
northern Spain, the Spanish March, which served 
as a buffer between the Christian Franks and the 
Muslims in Spain. 

Immense difficulties arose in governing the 
expanded territories. Size seemed an insuperable 
obstacle to effective government, particularly 
since Charlemagne’s administrative structure, 
lacking in trained personnel, was primitive by 
Islamic, Byzantine, or Roman standards. The 
empire was divided into about 250 counties, ad- 
ministered by counts—nobles who were person- 
ally loyal to the ruler and who implemented the 
king’s decisions. 

On Christmas Day in Rome in the year 800, 
Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne emperor of the 
Romans. The title signified that the tradition of a 
world empire still survived, despite the demise of 
the Western Roman Empire three hundred years 
earlier. But because the pope crowned Charlemagne, 
the emperor now had a spiritual responsibility to 
spread and defend the faith. Thus, Roman univer- 
salism was fused with Christian universalism. 

The Frankish empire, of course, was only a dim 
shadow of the Roman Empire. The Franks had 
no Roman law or Roman legions; there were no 
cities that were centers of economic and cultural 
activity; and officials were not trained civil 
servants with a world outlook but uneducated 
war chieftains with a tribal viewpoint. Yet Char- 
lemagne’s empire did embody the concept of a 
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Map 6.1 The Carolingian World Resting more on the personal qualities of 
Charlemagne than on any firm economic or political foundation, the Carolingian 


empire did not survive the emperor’s death in 814. 


universal Christian empire—an ideal that would 
endure throughout the Middle Ages. 

The crowning of a German ruler as emperor 
of the Romans by the head of the church repre- 
sented the merging of German, Christian, and 
Roman traditions, which is the essential charac- 
teristic of medieval civilization. This blending of 
traditions was also evident on a cultural plane, for 


Charlemagne, a German warrior-king, showed re- 
spect for classical learning and Christianity, both 
non-Germanic traditions. 

Charlemagne believed that it was his religious 
duty to raise the educational level of the clergy so 
that they understood and could properly teach 
the faith. He also fostered education to train ad- 
ministrators who would be capable of overseeing 
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his empire and royal estates; such men had to be 
literate. He himself learned Latin and spoke it flu- 
ently. To achieve his purpose, Charlemagne gath- 
ered some of the finest scholars in Europe. Alcuin 
of York, England (735-804), was given charge of 
the palace school attended by Charlemagne and 
his family, high lords, and youths training to serve 
the emperor. Throughout Gaul, Alcuin expanded 
schools and libraries, promoted the copying of 
ancient manuscripts, and imposed basic literacy 
standards on the clergy. 

The focus of the Carolingian Renaissance— 
the cultural revival produced by Charlemagne’s 
teachers and scholars—was predominantly Chris- 
tian: an effort to train clergymen and improve 
their understanding of the Bible and the writings 
of the church fathers. This process raised the level 
of literacy and improved the Latin style. Most im- 
portant, monastic copyists continued to preserve 
ancient texts, which otherwise might never have 
survived. The oldest surviving manuscripts of 
many Greek and Roman works are Carolingian 
copies. 

Compared with the Greco-Roman past, with 
the cultural explosion of the twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries, or with the great Italian Renais- 
sance of the fifteenth century, the Carolingian 
Renaissance seems slight indeed. But we must 
bear in mind the cultural poverty that prevailed 
before the era of Charlemagne. The Carolingian 
Renaissance reversed the process of cultural decay 
that characterized much of the Early Middle Ages. 
Learning would never again fall to the low level it 
had reached in the centuries following the decline 
of Rome. 

During the era of Charlemagne, a distinct 
European civilization emerged. It blended the Ro- 
man heritage of a world empire, the intellectual 
achievement of the Greco-Roman mind, Christian 
otherworldliness, and the customs of the Germanic 
peoples. This nascent Western European civiliza- 
tion differed from Byzantine and Islamic civili- 
zations, and Europeans were growing conscious 
of the difference. But the new medieval civiliza- 
tion was still centuries away from its high point, 
which would be reached in the twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries. 

Charlemagne’s empire also engendered the 
ideal of a unified Latin Christendom: a single 
Christian community under one government. 
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Over the centuries, the pursuit of this ideal of a 
Christian world-state, Christendom, would in- 
spire many people, both clergy and laity. 


The Breakup of Charlemagne’s Empire 


After Charlemagne’s death in 814, his son, Louis 
the Pious, inherited the throne. Louis aimed to 
preserve the empire, but the task was virtually 
impossible. The empire’s strength rested more on 
Charlemagne’s personal qualities than on any firm 
economic or political foundation. In particular, it 
never developed an empirewide system of taxa- 
tion such as had supported the Roman Empire 
for centuries. Moreover, the empire was simply 
too large and consisted of too many diverse peo- 
ples to be governed effectively. Besides Frankish 
nobles, who sought to increase their own power 
at the emperor’s expense, Louis had to deal with 
his own rebellious sons. After Louis died in 840, 
the empire was divided among the three surviving 
sons. 

The Treaty of Verdun in 843 gave Louis the 
German the eastern part of the empire, which 
marked the beginning of Germany; to Charles the 
Bald went the western part, which was the start 
of France; and Lothair received the Middle King- 
dom, which extended from Rome to the North 
Sea. This Middle Kingdom would be an area of 
conflict between France and Germany right into 
the twentieth century. As central authority waned, 
large landowners increasingly exercised authority 
in their own regions. Simultaneous invasions from 
all directions furthered this movement toward 
localism and decentralization. 

In the ninth and tenth centuries, Latin Chris- 
tendom was attacked on all sides. From bases in 
North Africa, Spain, and southern Gaul, Muslims 
ravaged regions of Southern Europe, even as far 
as the suburbs of Rome. They deported shiploads 
of Christians to the slave markets of North Africa. 
The Magyars, originally from western Asia, had 
established themselves on the plains of the Dan- 
ube; their horsemen launched lightning raids into 
northern Italy, western Germany, and parts of 
France. Defeated in Germany in 933 and again 
in 955, the Magyars withdrew to what is now 
Hungary; they ceased their raids and adopted 
Christianity. 
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Still another group of invaders, the Northmen, 
or Vikings, sailed south from Scandinavia in their 
long, wooden ships to raid the coasts and river 
valleys of Western Europe. Villages were devas- 
tated, ports were destroyed, monasteries were 
plundered and their libraries set ablaze, and the 
population was decimated. Trade came to a stand- 
still, coins no longer circulated, and farms turned 
into wastelands. Already gravely weakened, the 
European economy collapsed. The political au- 
thority of kings disappeared, and cultural life and 
learning withered. 

These terrible attacks heightened political 
insecurity and accelerated anew the process of 
decentralization that had begun with the decline 
of Rome. During these chaotic times, counts 
came to regard as their own the land that they 
administered and defended for their king. At a 
time when monarchs could no longer guaran- 
tee the safety of their subjects, the inhabitants 
of a district looked on the count or local lord, 
frequently a former Carolingian official, as their 
ruler, for his men and fortresses protected them. 
In their regions, nobles exercised public power 
formerly held by kings. Europe had entered an 
age of feudalism, in which the essential unit of 
government was not a kingdom but a local re- 
gion, and political power was the private posses- 
sion of local lords. 


FEUDAL SOCIETY 


Arising during a period of collapsing central 
authority, invasion, scanty public revenues, 
and declining commerce and town life, feudal- 
ism attempted to provide some order and se- 
curity. Feudalism was not a planned system 
derived logically from general principles, but 
rather an improvised response to the chal- 
lenge posed by ineffectual central authority. 
Feudal practices were not uniform; they dif- 
fered from locality to locality, and in some re- 
gions they barely took root. Although it was 
only a stopgap means of governing, feudalism 
did bring some order, justice, and law during an 
era of breakdown, localism, and transition. It re- 
mained the predominant political arrangement 
until kings reasserted their authority in the High 
and Late Middle Ages. 
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Vassalage 


Feudal relationships enabled lords to increase their 
military strength. The need for military support was 
the principal reason for the practice of vassalage, 
in which a knight, in a solemn ceremony, pledged 
loyalty to a lord. This feature of feudalism derived 
from an ancient German ceremony, during which 
warriors swore personal:allegiance to the head of 
the war-band. Among other things, the vassal gave 
military service to his lord and received in return a 
fief, which was usually land. This fief was inhab- 
ited by peasants, and the crops that they raised 
provided the vassal with his means of support. 
Besides rendering military assistance and sup- 
plying knights, the vassal owed several other ob- 
ligations to his lord in return for the fief and the 
lord’s protection. These duties included sitting 
in the lord’s court and judging cases, such as the 
breach of feudal agreements between the lord and 
his other vassals; providing lodgings when the 
lord traveled through the vassal’s territory; of- 
fering a gift when the lord’s son wa’ knighted or 
when his eldest daughter married; and raising a 
ransom should the lord be captured by an enemy. 
Generally, both lord and vassal felt honor- 
bound to abide by the oath-of loyalty. It became 
an accepted custom for a vassal to renounce his 
loyalty to his lord if the latter failed to protect the 
vassal from enemies, mistreated him, or increased 
his obligations as fixed by the feudal contract. 
On the other hand, if a vassal did not live up to 
his obligations, the lord would summon him to 
his court, where he would be tried for treachery. 
If found guilty, the vassal could lose his fief and 
perhaps his life. At times, disputes between vas- 
sals and lords erupted into warfare. Because a 
vassal often held land from more than one lord 
and sometimes was himself a lord to vassals, situ- 
ations frequently became awkward, complex, and 
confusing. On occasion, a vassal had to decide to 
which lord he owed liege homage (prime loyalty). 
As feudalism evolved, the king came to be re- 
garded as the chief lord, who had granted fiefs to 
the great lords, who in turn had divided them into 
smaller units and regranted them to vassals. Thus, 
all members of the ruling class, from the lowliest 
knights to the king, occupied a place in the feu- 
dal hierarchy. In theory, the king was the highest 
political authority and the source of land tenure, 
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Primary Source 


Bishop Adalbero of Laon: 
The Tripartite Society 


Medieval thinkers came to see their society as di- 
vided into three different but complementary 
groups: clergy, lords, and serfs. Each group had its 
own responsibilities—priests guided the souls of the 
faithful; lords protected society from its enemies; 
and the serfs’ toil provided sustenance for everyone. 
Written in about 1020, the following statement by 
Bishop Adalbero of Laon, France, illustrates the tri- 
partite nature of medieval society. 


The community of the faithful is a single body, 
but the condition of society is threefold in order. 
For human law distinguishes two classes. Nobles 
and serfs, indeed, are not governed by the same 
ordinance. ... The former are the warriors and 
the protectors of the churches. They are the de- 
fenders of the people, of both great and small, 
in short, of everyone, and at the same time 
they ensure their own safety. The other class is 
that of the serfs. This luckless breed possesses 
nothing except at the cost of its own labour. 
Who could, reckoning with an abacus, add up 
the sum of the cares with which the peasants 


but in actual fact he was often less powerful 
than many other nobles of the realm. Feudalism 
declined when kings converted their theoretical 
powers into actual powers. The decline of feudal- 
ism was a gradual process; conflict between the 
crown and the aristocracy persisted, with varying 
degrees of intensity, for several centuries, but the 
future belonged to the centralized state being 
shaped by kings, not to feudal fragmentation. 


Feudal Warriors 


Feudal lords viewed manual labor and com- 
merce as degrading for men of their rank. They 


are occupied, of their journeys on foot, of their 
hard labours? The serfs provide money, clothes, 
and food, for the rest; no free man could exist 
without serfs. Is there a task to be done? Does 
anyone want to put himself out? We see kings 
and prelates make themselves the serfs of their 
serfs; [but in truth] the master, who claims to 
feed his serf, is fed by him. And the serf never 
sees an end to his tears and his sighs. God’s 
house, which we think of as one, is thus divided 
into three; some pray, others fight, and yet oth- 
ers work. The three groups, which coexist, can- 
not bear to be separated; the services rendered 
by one are a precondition for the labours of the 
two others; each in his turn takes it upon him- 
self to relieve the whole. Thus the threefold as- 
sembly is none the less united, and it is thus 
that law has been able to triumph, and that the 
world has been able to enjoy peace. 





Question for Analysis 
1. According to Bishop Adalbero, what was the 
virtue of the tripartite society? 


Jacques Le Goff, Medieval Civilization, trans. Julia Bar- 
row (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 255. 





considered only one vocation worthy: that of 
warrior. Through combat, the lord demonstrated 
his valor, earned his reputation, measured his in- 
dividual worth, derived excitement, added to his 
wealth, and defended his rights. Warfare gave 
meaning to his life. During the twelfth century, to 
relieve the boredom of peacetime, nobles staged 
gala tournaments in which knights, fighting sin- 
gly or in teams, engaged each other in battle to 
prove their skill and courage and to win honor. 
The feudal glorification of combat became deeply 
ingrained in Western society and endured into the 
twentieth century. Over the centuries, a code of 
behavior, called chivalry, evolved for the feudal 
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nobility. A true knight was expected to fight 
bravely, demonstrate loyalty to his lord, and treat 
other knights with respect and courtesy. 

In time, the church interjected a religious ele- 
ment into the warrior culture of the feudal knight. 
It sought to use the fighting spirit of the feudal 
class for Christian ends: knights could assist the 
clergy in enforcing God’s will. Thus, a Christian 
component was added to the Germanic tradition 
of loyalty and courage. As a Christian gentleman, 
a knight was expected to honor the laws of the 
church and to wield his sword in the service of 
God. 

Regarding the private warfare of lords as law- 
less violence that menaced social life, the church, 
in the eleventh century, imposed strictures called 
the Peace of God and the Truce of God. These re- 
strictions limited feudal warfare to certain days of 
the week and certain times of the year. Although 
only partially effective, these religious restraints 
did offer Christian society some respite from plun- 
dering and incessant warfare. 


Noblewomen 


Feudal society was very much a man’s world. In 
theory, women were deemed to be physically, mor- 
ally, and intellectually inferior to men. Although the 
church taught that both men and women were pre- 
cious to God and that marriage was a sacred rite, 
clergymen viewed women as evil temptresses who, 
like the biblical Eve, lured men into sin. Women 
were subjected to male authority. Fathers arranged 
the marriages of their daughters. Girls from aristo- 
cratic families were generally married at age sixteen 
or younger to men often twice their age; frequently, 
aristocratic girls who did not marry had to enter 
a convent. The wife of a lord was at the mercy of 
her husband; if she annoyed him, she might expect 
a beating. But as the lady of the castle, she per- 
formed important duties. She assigned tasks to the 
servants; made medicines; preserved food; taught 
young girls how to sew, spin, and weave; and, de- 
spite her subordinate position, took charge of the 
castle when her husband was away. 

The nunneries provided an outlet for the 
talents of unmarried noblewomen. Abbesses 
demonstrated organizational skills in supervis- 
ing the convent’s affairs. Some nuns acquired 
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an education and, like their male counterparts, 
copied manuscripts and thus preserved the 
knowledge of the past. The nun Hroswitha (c. 935— 
c. 1001) of Gandersheim in Saxony, Germany, 
produced poetry, history, and plays. Inspired by 
the Roman poet Terence, she wrote six dramas— 
the first since Roman times—along with a history 
of German rulers and one of her own convent. 


AGRARIAN SOCIETY 


Feudalism was built on an economic foundation 
known as manorialism. Although pockets of free 
peasantry remained, a village community (manor) 
consisting of serfs bound to the land became the 
essential agricultural arrangement for much of 
the Middle Ages. The manorial village was the 
means of organizing an agricultural society with 
limited markets and money. Neither the lords 
who warred nor the clergy who prayed performed 
economically productive work. Their ways of life 
were made possible by the toil of serfs. 

The origins of manorialism can be traced in 
part to the Late Roman Empire, when peasants 
depended on the owners of large estates for pro- 
tection and security. This practice developed 
further during the Early Middle Ages, especially 
during the invasions of Northmen, Magyars, and 
Muslims in the ninth and tenth centuries. Peasants 
continued to sacrifice their freedom in exchange 
for protection; in some cases, they were too weak 
to resist the encroachments of local magnates. 
Like feudalism, manorialism was not an orderly 
system; it consisted of improvised relationships 
and practices that varied from region to region. 

A lord controlled at least one manorial village; 
great lords might possess hundreds. A small manor 
hada dozen families; a large one had as manyas fifty 
or sixty. The manorial village was never completely 
self-sufficient because salt, millstones, and met- 
alware were generally obtained from outside 
sources. It did, however, constitute a balanced 
economic setting. Peasants grew grain and raised 
cattle, sheep, goats, and hogs; blacksmiths, car- 
penters, and stonemasons did the building and 
repairing; the village priest cared for the souls of 
the inhabitants; and the lord defended the manor 
and administered the customary law. The serf and 
his family lived in a dismal, one-room cottage that 


Economic Expansion During the High Middle Ages 





NOBLEWOMEN. At times, medieval ladies joined their 
husband’s hunting party. 


they shared with chickens and pigs. In the center 
burned a small fire, the smoke escaping through a 
hole in the roof. In cold weather when the fire was 
strong, the room was filled with smoke. When it 
rained, water came through the thatched roof and 
turned the earth floor into mud. The odor from 
animal excrement was ever present. Peasants were 
often held in contempt by lords, and medieval 
literature routinely depicted them as repulsive 
creatures—uely, dirty, cowardly, and uncouth. 

When a manor was attacked by another lord, 
the peasants found protection inside the walls of 
their lord’s house. By the twelfth century, in many 
places, this building had become a well-fortified 
stone castle. Peasants generally lived, worked, and 
died on the lord’s estate and were buried in the 
village churchyard. Few had any contact with the 
world beyond the village of their birth. 
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In return for protection and the right to culti- 
vate fields and to pass these holdings on to their 
children, the serfs owed obligations to their lord, 
and their personal freedom was restricted in a 
variety of ways. Bound to the land, they could 
not leave the manor without the lord’s consent. 
Before a serf could marry, he had to obtain the 
lord’s permission and pay a fee. The lord could 
select a wife for his serf and force him to marry 
her. Sometimes, a serf, objecting to the lord’s 
choice, preferred to pay a fine. These rules also 
applied to the serf’s children, who inherited their 
parents’ obligations. In addition to working their 
allotted land, the serfs had to tend the fields re- 
served for the lord. Other services exacted by 
the lord included digging ditches, gathering 
firewood, building fences, repairing roads and 
bridges, and sewing clothes. Probably somewhat 
more than half of a serf’s workweek was devoted 
to fulfilling these labor obligations. Serfs also 
paid a variety of dues to the lord, including pay- 
ments for using the lord’s mill, bake-oven, and 
winepress. 

Serfs did derive some benefits from manorial 
relationships. They received protection from brig- 
ands and warring nobles, and they possessed cus- 
tomary rights, which the lord generally respected, 
to cottages and farmlands. If a lord demanded 
more services or dues than was customary, or if 
he interfered with their right to cottages or strips 
of farmland, the peasants might demonstrate their 
discontent by refusing to labor for the lord. Until 
the fourteenth century, however, open rebellion 
was rare because lords possessed considerable 
military and legal power. The manorial system 
promoted attitudes of dependency and servility 
among the serfs; their hopes for a better life were 
directed toward heaven. 


ECONOMIC EXPANSION DURING 
THE HIGH MIDDLE AGES 


Manorialism and feudalism presupposed a hierar- 
chical, organic, and stable social order: clergy who 
prayed, lords who fought, and peasants who toiled. 
People believed that society functioned smoothly 
when all individuals accepted their status and per- 
formed their proper role. Consequently, a person’s 
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rights, duties, and relationship to law depended on 
his or her ranking in the social order. To change 
position was to upset the organic unity of society. 
And no one, serfs included, should be deprived of 
the traditional rights associated with his or her 
rank. This arrangement was justified by the clergy, 
who maintained that “God himself has willed that 
among men, some must be lords and some serfs.”* 

During the High Middle Ages (1050-1300), 
however, the revival of an urban economy and the 
reemergence of central authority undermined feu- 
dal and manorial relationships. By the end of the 
eleventh century, Europe showed many signs of 
recovery. The invasions of Magyars and Vikings 
had ended, and powerful lords and kings imposed 
greater order in their territories. A period of eco- 
nomic vitality, the High Middle Ages witnessed an 
agricultural revolution, a commercial revolution, 
the rebirth of towns, and the rise of an enterpris- 
ing and dynamic middle class. 


An Agricultural Revolution 


Important advances were made in agriculture 
during the Middle Ages. Many of these innova- 
tions occurred in the Early Middle Ages but were 
only gradually adopted and were not used every- 
where. In time, however, they markedly increased 
production. By the end of the thirteenth century, 
medieval agriculture had reached a technical 
level far superior to that of the ancient world. 

One innovation was a heavy plow that cut 
deeply into the soil. This new plow enabled farmers 
to work more quickly and effectively. As a result, 
they could cultivate more land, including the heavy, 
moist soils of northern Europe, which had offered 
too much resistance to the light plow. Another 
important advance in agricultural technology 
was the invention of the collar harness. The 
old yoke harness worked well with oxen, but it 
tended to choke horses—and horses, because they 
move faster and have greater stamina than oxen, 
are more valuable for agricultural work. The wid- 
ening use of the water mill by the tenth century 
and the introduction of windmills in the twelfth 
century saved labor in grinding grain; these inven- 
tions replaced ancient hand-worked mills. 

The gradual emergence of the three-field sys- 
tem of managing agricultural land, particularly 
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in Northern Europe, increased production. In 
the old, widely used two-field system, half the 
land was planted in autumn with winter wheat, 
while the other half was left fallow to restore its 
fertility. In the new three-field system, one-third 
of the land was planted in autumn with winter 
wheat, a second third was planted the following 
spring with oats and vegetables, and the last third 
remained fallow. The advantages of the three- 
field system were that two-thirds of the land was 
farmed and only one-third left unused and that 
the diversification of crops made more vegetable 
protein available. 

Greater agricultural production reduced the 
number of deaths from starvation and dietary 
disease and thus contributed to a population in- 
crease. Soon the farmlands of a manorial village 
could not support its growing population. Con- 
sequently, peasants had to look beyond their 
immediate surroundings and colonize trackless 
wastelands. Lords vigorously promoted this 
conversion of uncultivated soil into agricul- 
tural land because it increased their incomes. 
Monastic communities also actively engaged 
in this enterprise. Almost everywhere, peasants 
were draining swamps, clearing forests, and es- 
tablishing new villages. Their endeavors during 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries brought vast 
areas of Europe under cultivation for the first 
time. New agricultural land was also acquired 
through expansion, the most notable example 
being the organized settlement of lands to the 
east by German colonists. 

The colonizing and cultivation of virgin lands 
contributed to the decline of serfdom. Lords 
owned vast tracts of forests and swamps that 
would substantially increase their incomes if 
cleared, drained, and farmed. But serfs were often 
unwilling to move from their customary homes 
and fields to do the hard labor needed to cultivate 
these new lands. To lure serfs away from their vil- 
lages, lords promised them freedom from most or 
all personal services. In many cases, the settlers 
fulfilled their obligations to the lord by paying 
rent rather than by performing services or provid- 
ing foodstuffs, thus making the transition from 
serfs to freemen. In time, they came to regard the 
land as their own. 

The improvement in agricultural technology 
and the colonization of new lands altered the 
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conditions of life in Europe. Surplus food and 
the increase in population freed people to work 
at nonfarming occupations, making possible the 
expansion of trade and the revival of town life. 


The Revival of Trade 


Expanding agricultural production, the end of 
Viking attacks, greater political stability, the 
growth of a considerable money supply, and an 
increasing population brought about a revival of 
commerce. During the Early Middle Ages, Ital- 
ians and Jews kept alive a small amount of long- 
distance trade between Catholic Europe and the 
Byzantine and Islamic worlds. In the eleventh cen- 
tury, sea forces of Italian trading cities cleared the 
Mediterranean of Muslim fleets that preyed on 
Italian shipping. As in Roman times, goods could 
circulate once again from one end of the sea to 
the other. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
local, regional, and long-distance trade gained 
such momentum that some historians describe the 
period as a commercial revolution that surpassed 
the commercial activity of the Roman Empire dur- 
ing the Pax Romana. A class of traders emerged, 
many of them former serfs who started by taking 
to the road as humble peddlers. Gradually they 
acquired business contacts in other lands, know- 
how, and ambition. 

Crucial to the growth of trade were interna- 
tional fairs, where merchants and craftspeople 
set up stalls and booths to display their wares. 
Because of ever-present robbers, lords provided 
protection for merchants carrying their wares to 
and from fairs. Each fair lasted about three to six 
weeks; then the merchants would move on to an- 
other site. The Champagne region in northeast- 
ern France was the great center for fairs because 
the count of Champagne provided protection for 
merchants both en route and at the fair; judges to 
guarantee the enforcement of contracts; and the 
necessary equipment, including covered stalls and 
accurate scales. 

The principal arteries of trade flowed between 
the eastern Mediterranean and the Italian cities; 
between Scandinavia and the Atlantic coast; be- 
tween northern France, Flanders, and England; 
and from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Black 
Sea and Constantinople via Russian rivers. 
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Increased economic activity led to advances in 
business techniques. Since individual merchants 
often lacked sufficient capital for large-scale en- 
terprises, groups of merchants formed partner- 
ships. By enabling merchants to pool their capital, 
reduce their risks, and expand their knowledge of 
profit-making opportunities, these arrangements 
furthered commerce. Underwriters insured car- 
goes; the development of banking and credit in- 
struments made it unnecessary for merchants to 
carry large amounts of cash. The international 
fairs not only were centers of international trade, 
but also served as capital markets for interna- 
tional credit transactions. The arrangements made 
by fair-going merchants to settle their debts were 
the origin of the bill of exchange, which allowed 
one currency to be converted into another. The 
invention of double-entry bookkeeping gave mer- 
chants an overview of their financial situation: the 
value of their goods and their ready cash. Without 
such knowledge, no large-scale commercial ac- 
tivity could be conducted on a continuous basis. 
Another improvement in business techniques was 
the formation of commercial law, which defined 
the rules of conduct for debts and contracts. 


The Rebirth of Towns 


In the eleventh century, towns emerged anew 
throughout Europe, and in the twelfth, they be- 
came active centers of commercial and intellectual 
life. Towns were a new and revolutionary force— 
socially, economically, and culturally. A new class of 
merchants and craftspeople came into being. This 
new class—the middle class—was made up of those 
who, unlike the lords and serfs, were not affiliated 
with the land. The townsman was a new man, 
with a different value system from that of the 
lord, the serf, and the clergyman. 

One reason for town growth was the increased 
food supply stemming from advances in agricul- 
tural technology. Surplus farm production meant 
that the countryside could support an urban 
population of artisans and professionals. Another 
reason for the rise of urban centers was the ex- 
pansion of trade. Towns emerged in locations 
that were natural for trade: seacoasts, riverbanks, 
crossroads, and market sites; they also sprang 
up outside fortified castles and monasteries and 
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on surviving Roman sites. The colonies of mer- 
chants who gathered at these places were joined 
by peasants skilled in crafts or willing to work as 
laborers. Most towns had a small population. The 
largest ones—Florence, Ghent, and Paris—had be- 
tween fifty thousand and a hundred thousand in- 
habitants. Covering only small areas, these walled 
towns were crowded with people. 

Merchants and artisans organized guilds to 
protect their members from outside competi- 
tion. The merchant guild in a town prevented 
outsiders from doing much business. A crafts- 
man new to a town had to be admitted to the 
guild of his trade before he could open a shop. 
Competition between members of the same guild 
was discouraged. To prevent one guild member 
from making significantly more money than an- 
other, a guild required its members to work the 
same number of hours, pay employees the same 
wages, produce goods of equal quality, and 
charge customers a just price. These rules were 
strictly enforced. 

Women took an active part in the economic life 
of towns, working with men, usually their hus- 
bands, in the various crafts—as cobblers, tailors, 
hatters, bakers, goldsmiths, and so forth. Women 
brewed beer; made and sold charcoal; sold veg- 
etables, fish, and poultry; and ran inns. In many 
towns, the wives and widows of master craftsmen 
were admitted to guilds. These guildswomen had 
many of the privileges of a master, including the 
right to train apprentices. 

Because many towns were situated on land 
belonging to lords or on the sites of old Roman 
towns ruled by bishops, these communities at first 
came under feudal authority. In some instances, 
lords encouraged the founding of towns, for urban 
industry and commerce brought wealth to the re- 
gion. However, tensions soon developed between 
merchants, who sought freedom from feudal re- 
strictions since they interfered with the pursuit of 
financial gain, and lords and bishops, who wanted 
to preserve their authority over the towns. Towns- 
people, or burghers, refused to be treated as serfs 
bound to a lord and liable for personal services 
and customary dues. The burghers wanted to 
travel, trade, marry, and dispose of their prop- 
erty as they pleased; they wanted to make their 
own laws and levy their own taxes. Sometimes by 
fighting, but more often by payments of money, 
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the townspeople obtained charters from the lords 
giving them the right to set up their own governing 
councils. These assemblies passed laws, collected 
taxes, and formed courts that enforced the laws. 
Towns became more or less self-governing munic- 
ipalities, the first since Greco-Roman days. 

In a number of ways, towns loosened the hold 
of lords on serfs. Seeking freedom and fortune, 
serfs fled to the new towns, where, according to 
custom, lords could no longer reclaim them after 
a year and a day. Enterprising serfs earned money 
by selling food to the townspeople. When they ac- 
quired a sufficient sum, they bought their freedom 
from lords, who needed cash to pay for goods 
bought from merchants. Lords increasingly began 
to accept fixed cash payments from serfs in place 
of labor services or foodstuffs. As serfs met their 
obligations to lords with money, they gradually 
became rent-paying tenants and, in time, were no 
longer bound to the lord’s land. The manorial sys- 
tem of personal relations and mutual obligations 
was disintegrating. 

The activities of townspeople made them a new 
breed; they engaged in business and had money 
and freedom. Their world was the market rather 
than the church, the castle, or the manor. Towns- 
people were freeing themselves from the prejudices 
both of feudal aristocrats, who considered trade 
and manual work degrading, and of the clergy, 
who cursed the pursuit of riches as sordid, shame- 
ful, and an obstacle to salvation. The townspeople 
were critical, dynamic, and progressive—a force 
for change. Medieval towns nurtured the origins 
of the bourgeoisie (literally, “citizens of the burg,” 
the walled town), the urban middle class, which 
would play a crucial role in modern European 
history. 


THE RISE OF STATES 


The revival of trade and the growth of towns 
were signs of the vitality of Latin Christendom. 
Another sign of strength was the greater order 
and security provided by the emergence of states. 
Aided by educated and trained officials who en- 
forced royal law, tried people in royal courts, 
and collected royal taxes—all serving to reduce 
the power of local lords—kings expanded their 
territory and slowly fashioned strong central 


governments. These developments laid the foun- 
dations of European states. Not all areas followed 
the same pattern. Whereas England and France 
achieved a large measure of unity during the Mid- 
dle Ages, Germany and Italy remained divided 
into numerous independent territories. 


England 


In 1066, the Normans—those Northmen who had 
first raided and then settled in France—conquered 
Anglo-Saxon England. Normans replaced the 
Anglo-Saxon aristocracy and ecclesiastical hier- 
archy. Determined to establish effective control 
over his new kingdom, William the Conqueror 
(1027-1087), duke of Normandy, kept a sixth of 
conquered England for himself. In accordance with 
feudal practice, he distributed the rest among his 
Norman nobles, who swore an oath of loyalty to 
William and provided him with military assistance. 
But William made certain that no feudal baron had 
enough land or soldiers to threaten his power. Be- 
cause he had conquered England in one stroke, his 
successors did not have to travel the long, painful 
road to national unity that French monarchs had 
to take. 

To strengthen royal control, William retained 
some Anglo-Saxon administrative practices. The 
land remained divided into shires (counties) ad- 
ministered by sheriffs (royal agents). This struc- 
ture gave the king control over local government. 
To determine how much money he could demand, 
William ordered a vast census to be taken of peo- 
ple and property in every village. These data were 
compiled in the Domesday Book, which listed 
the number of tenants, cattle, sheep, and pigs and 
the quantities of farm equipment throughout the 
realm. Thus, William knew his kingdom’s assets 
better than any other monarch of his day. 

A crucial development in shaping national 
unity was the emergence of common law. During 
the reigns of Henry I (1100-1135) and Henry II 
(1154-1189), royal judges traveled to different 
parts of the kingdom. Throughout England, im- 
portant cases began to be tried in the king’s court 
rather than in local courts, thereby increasing 
royal power. The decisions of royal judges were re- 
corded and used as guides for future cases. In this 
way, a law common to the whole land gradually 
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came to prevail over the customary law of a spe- 
cific locality. Because common law applied to all 
England, it served as a force for unity. It also pro- 
vided a fairer system of justice. Common law re- 
mains the foundation of the English legal system 
and the legal systems of lands settled by English 
people, including the United States. 

Henry II made trial by jury a regular procedure 
for many cases heard in the king’s court, thus lay- 
ing the foundations of the modern judicial system. 
Twelve men familiar with the facts of the case ap- 
peared before the king’s justices and were asked 
under oath if the plaintiff’s statement was true. 
The justices based their decisions on the answers. 
Henry II also ordered representatives of a given 
locality to report under oath to visiting royal 
judges any local persons who were suspected of 
murder or robbery. This indictment jury was the 
ancestor of the modern grand jury system. 

King John (1199-1216) inadvertently pre- 
cipitated a situation that led to another step in 
the political development of England. Fighting 
a costly and losing war with the king of France, 
John coerced his vassals into giving him more and 
more revenue; he had also punished some vassals 
without a proper trial. In 1215, the angry barons 
rebelled and compelled John to fix his seal to a 
document called the Magna Carta, or Great Char- 
ter. The Magna Carta is celebrated as the root of 
the uniquely English respect for basic rights and 
liberties. Although essentially a feudal document 
directed against a king who had violated the rights 
of feudal barons, the Magna Carta stated certain 
principles that could be interpreted more broadly. 

Over the centuries, these principles were ex- 
panded to protect the liberties of the English 
against governmental oppression. The Magna 
Carta stated that no unusual feudal dues “shall 
be imposed in our kingdom except by the com- 
mon consent of our kingdom.” In time, this right 
came to mean that the king could not levy taxes 
without the consent of Parliament, the govern- 
mental body that represents the English people. 
The Magna Carta also provided that “no free- 
man shall be taken or imprisoned . . . save by the 
lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the 
land.” The barons who drew up the document 
had intended it to mean that they must be tried 
by fellow barons. As time passed, these words 
were regarded as a guarantee of trial by jury for 
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all men, a prohibition against arbitrary arrest, 
and a command to dispense justice fully, freely, 
and equally. Implied in the Magna Carta is the 
idea that the king cannot rule as he pleases but 
must govern according to the law—that not even 
the king can violate the law of the nation. Centu- 
ries afterward, when Englishmen sought to limit 
the king’s power, they would interpret the Magna 
Carta in this way. 

Anglo-Saxon England had retained the Ger- 
manic tradition that the king should consider the 
advice of the leading men in the land. Later, Wil- 
liam the Conqueror continued this practice by 
seeking the opinions of leading nobles and bish- 
ops. In the thirteenth century, it became accepted 
custom that the king should not decide major 
issues without consulting these advisers, who 
assembled in the Great Council. Lesser nobility 
and townspeople also began to be summoned to 
meet with the king. These two groups were even- 
tually called the House of Lords (bishops and 
nobles) and the House of Commons (knights and 
burghers). Thus, the English Parliament evolved; 
by the mid-fourteenth century, it had become a 
permanent institution of government. Frequently 
in need of money but unable to levy new taxes 
without the approval of Parliament, the king had 
to turn to that body for help. Over the centuries, 
Parliament would use this control over money 
matters to increase its power. The tradition grew 
that the power to govern rested not with the 
king alone, but with the king and Parliament 
together. 

During the Middle Ages, England became a 
centralized and unified state. The king, however, 
did not have unlimited power; he was not above 
the law. The rights of the people were protected 
by certain principles implicit in the common law 
and the Magna Carta and by the emergence of 
Parliament. 


France 


In the 150 years after Charlemagne’s death, the 
western part of his empire, which was destined 
to become France, faced terrible ordeals. Charle- 
magne’s heirs fought one another for the crown; 
the Vikings raided everywhere their ships would 
carry them; Muslims from Spain plundered the 
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southern coast; and strong lords usurped power 
for themselves. With the Carolingian family un- 
able to maintain the throne, the great lords be- 
stowed the title of king on one of their own. In 
987, they chose Hugh Capet (987-996), the count 
of Paris. Because many great lords held territories 
far larger than those of Hugh, the French king 
did not seem a threat to noble power. But Hugh 
strengthened the French monarchy by having the 
lords also elect his son as his co-ruler. This prac- 
tice continued until it became understood that the 
crown would remain with the Capetian family. 

With the accession of Louis VI (1108-1137), 
a two-hundred-year period of steadily increas- 
ing royal power began. Louis started this trend 
by successfully subduing the barons in his own 
duchy. A decisive figure in the expansion of royal 
power was Philip Augustus (1180-1223). Philip 
struck successfully at King John of England (of 
Magna Carta fame), who held more territory 
as feudal lord in France than Philip did. When 
William, duke of Normandy in western France, 
conquered England in 1066, he became ruler of 
England and Normandy; William’s great-grandson 
Henry II acquired much of southern France 
through his marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine 
(c. 1122-1204) in 1152. Thus, as a result of the 
Norman Conquest and intermarriage, the des- 
tinies of France and England were closely in- 
tertwined until the end of the Middle Ages. By 
stripping King John of most of his French terri- 
tory (Normandy, Anjou, and much of Aquitaine), 
Philip trebled the size of his kingdom and became 
stronger than any French lord. 

In the thirteenth century, the power of the 
French monarch continued to grow. Departing 
from feudal precedent, Louis IX (1226-1270) 
issued ordinances for the entire realm without 
seeking the consent of his vassals. Kings added 
to their lands through warfare and marriage. 
They also devised new ways of raising money, in- 
cluding taxing the clergy. A particularly effective 
way of increasing the monarch’s power was by 
extending royal justice; many cases previously 
tried in lords’ courts were transferred to the 
king’s court. 

At the beginning of the fourteenth century, 
Philip IV (the Fair) engaged in a struggle with the 
papacy. Seeking to demonstrate that he had the 
support of his subjects, Philip convened a national 


assembly—the Estates General—representing the 
clergy, the nobility, and the townspeople. This 
assembly would be called again to vote funds for 
the crown. But unlike the English Parliament, the 
Estates General never became an important body 
in French political life, and it never succeeded in 
controlling the monarch. Whereas the basis for 
limited monarchy had been established in Eng- 
land, no comparable checks on the king’s power 
developed in France. By the end of the Middle 
Ages, French kings had succeeded in creating a 
unified state. But regional and local loyalties re- 
mained strong and persisted for centuries. 


Germany 


After the destruction of Charlemagne’s empire, 
its German territories were broken into large 
duchies. Following an ancient German prac- 
tice, the ruling dukes elected one of their own 
as king. The German king, however, had little 
authority outside his own duchy. Some German 
kings tried not to antagonize the dukes, but Otto 
the Great (936-973) was determined to control 
them. He entered into an alliance with German 
bishops and archbishops, who could provide him 
with fighting men and trained administrators—a 
policy continued by his successors. In 962, emu- 
lating the coronation of Charlemagne, the pope 
crowned Otto “Emperor of the Romans.” (Later 
the title would be changed to Holy Roman 
Emperor.) 

Otto and his successors wanted to dominate 
Italy and the pope—an ambition that embroiled 
the Holy Roman Emperor in a life-and-death 
struggle with the papacy. The papacy allied itself 
with the German dukes and the Italian cities, en- 
emies of the emperor. The intervention in papal 
and Italian politics was the principal reason why 
German territories did not achieve unity in the 
Middle Ages. 


THE GROWTH OF PAPAL POWER 


In the High Middle Ages, a growing religious 
vitality accompanied the economic recovery and 
increased political stability. It was marked by 
several developments. Within the church, reform 
movements attacked clerical abuses, the papacy 
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increased its power, and a holy war against the 
Muslims drew the Christian community closer 
together. Furthermore, the church tried with 
great determination to make society follow divine 
standards—that is, it tried to shape all institutions 
and cultural expressions according to a compre- 
hensive Christian outlook. 

As the sole interpreters of God’s revelation 
and the sole ministers of his sacraments—sacred 
rites—the clergy imposed and supervised the 
moral standards of Christendom. Divine grace 
was channeled through the sacraments, which 
could be administered only by the clergy, the 
indispensable intermediary between the indi- 
vidual and God. On those who resisted its au- 
thority, the church could impose the penalty of 
excommunication—expulsion from the church 
and denial of the sacraments, without which there 
could be no salvation. 


Gregorian Reform 


By the tenth century, the church was Western 
Europe’s leading landholder, owning perhaps a 
third of the land in Italy and vast properties in 
other lands. However, the papacy was in no po- 
sition to exercise commanding leadership over 
Latin Christendom. The office of pope had fallen 
under the domination of aristocratic families; they 
conspired and on occasion murdered in order to 
place one of their own on the wealthy and power- 
ful throne of Saint Peter. As the papacy became 
a prize for Rome’s leading families, it was not at 
all unusual for popes themselves to be involved 
in conspiracies and assassinations. Also weaken- 
ing the authority of the papacy were local lords, 
who dominated churches and monasteries by ap- 
pointing bishops and abbots and by collecting 
the income from church taxes. These bishops and 
abbots, appointed by lords for political reasons, 
lacked the spiritual devotion to maintain high 
standards of discipline among the priests and 
monks. 

What raised the power of the papacy to un- 
precedented heights was the emergence of a re- 
form movement, particularly in French and 
German monasteries. High-minded monks called 
for a reawakening of spiritual fervor and the 
elimination of moral laxity among the clergy. 
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They particularly denounced the concern for 
worldly goods, the taking of mistresses, and the 
diminishing commitment to the Benedictine rule. 
Of the many monasteries that took part in this re- 
form movement, the Benedictine monks of Cluny, 
in Burgundy, France, were the most influential. 

In the middle of the eleventh century, popes 
came under the influence of the monastic reformers. 
In 1059, a special synod, convened by the reform- 
minded Pope Nicholas II, moved to end the inter- 
ference of Roman nobles and German Holy Roman 
Emperors in choosing the pope. Henceforth, a se- 
lect group of clergymen in Rome, called cardinals, 
would be responsible for picking a new pontiff. 

The reform movement found its most zealous 
exponent in the person of Hildebrand, who be- 
came Pope Gregory VII in 1073. Gregory insisted 
that human society was part of a divinely ordered 
universe governed by God’s universal law, and as 
the supreme spiritual leader of Christendom the 
pope was charged with the mission of establish- 
ing a Christian society on earth. As successor to 
Saint Peter, the pope had the final word on mat- 
ters of faith and doctrine. All bishops came under 
his authority; so too did kings, whose powers 
should be used for Christian ends. Disobeying the 
pope, God’s viceroy on earth, constituted disobe- 
dience to God himself. The pope was responsible 
for instructing rulers in the proper use of their 
God-given powers, and kings had a solemn duty 
to obey these instructions. If the king failed in his 
Christian duty, the pope could deny him his right 
to rule. Responsible for implementing God’s law, 
the pope could never take a subordinate position 
to kings. 

Like no other pope before him, Gregory VII 
made a determined effort to assert the preemi- 
nence of the papacy over both the church hierar- 
chy and secular rulers. This determination led to 
a bitter struggle between the papacy and the Ger- 
man monarch and future Holy Roman Emperor 
Henry IV. The dispute was a dramatic confronta- 
tion between two competing versions of the rela- 
tionship between secular and spiritual authority. 

Through his reforms, Gregory VII intended 
to improve the moral quality of the clergy and 
to liberate the church from all control by secular 
authorities. He forbade priests who had wives 
or concubines to celebrate Mass, deposed clergy 
who had bought their offices, excommunicated 
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bishops and abbots who had received their estates 
from a lay lord, and expelled from the church lay 
lords who invested bishops with their office. The 
appointment of bishops, Pope Gregory insisted, 
should be controlled by the church. 

This last point touched off the conflict, called 
the Investiture Controversy, between King Henry 
and Pope Gregory. Bishops served a dual function. 
On the one hand, they belonged to the spiritual 
community of the church; on the other, as mem- 
bers of the nobility and holders of estates, they 
were also integrated into the feudal order. Tradi- 
tionally, emperors had both granted bishops their 
feudal authority and invested them with their spir- 
itual authority. In maintaining that no lay rulers 
could confer ecclesiastical offices on their appoin- 
tees, Pope Gregory threatened Henry’s authority. 

In earlier times, seeking allies in the conflict 
with feudal nobility, German kings had made vas- 
sals of the upper clergy. In return for a fief, bish- 
ops had agreed to provide troops for a monarch in 
his struggle against the lords. But if kings had no 
control over the appointment of bishops—in ac- 
cordance with Pope Gregory’s view—they would 
lose the allegiance, military support, and financial 
assistance of their most important allies. To Ger- 
man monarchs, bishops were officers of the state 
who served the throne. Moreover, if they agreed 
to Gregory’s demands, German kings would lose 
their freedom of action and be dominated by the 
Roman pontiff. Henry IV regarded Gregory VII 
as a fanatic who trampled on custom, meddled 
in German state affairs, and challenged legitimate 
rulers established by God, thereby threatening to 
subordinate kingship to the papacy. 

With the approval of the German bishops, 
Henry called for Pope Gregory to descend from 
the throne of Saint Peter. Gregory in turn excom- 
municated Henry and deposed him as king. Ger- 
man lands were soon embroiled in a civil war, as 
German lords used the quarrel to strike at Hen- 
ry’s power. Finally, Henry’s troops crossed the 
Alps, successfully attacked Rome, and installed 
a new pope, who crowned Henry emperor of the 
Romans. Gregory died in exile in 1085. 

In 1122, the papacy and Emperor Henry V 
reached a compromise. Bishops were to be elected 
exclusively by the church and invested with the 
staff and the ring—symbols of spiritual power—by 
the archbishop, not the king. This change signified 


that the bishop owed his role as spiritual leader 
to the church only. But the king would grant the 
bishop the scepter, to indicate that the bishop was 
also the recipient of a fief and the king’s vassal, 
owing feudal obligations to the crown. This com- 
promise, called the Concordat of Worms, recog- 
nized the dual function of the bishop as a spiritual 
leader in the church and a feudal landowner. Simi- 
lar settlements had been reached with the kings of 
France and England several years earlier. 

The conflict between the papacy and the Ger- 
man rulers continued after the Concordat of 
Worms—a contest for supremacy between the 
heir of Saint Peter and the heir of Charlemagne. 
German monarchs wanted to control the papacy 
and the prosperous northern Italian cities. When 
Frederick I (1152-1190), known as Frederick 
Barbarossa (Red Beard), tried to assert authority 
over these cities, they resisted. In 1176, the armies 
of an alliance of Italian cities, supported by the 
pope, trounced Frederick’s forces at the battle 
of Legnano. The Italian infantry showed that it 
could defeat knights on horseback, and Freder- 
ick was compelled to recognize the independence 
of the Italian cities. His numerous expeditions 
to Italy weakened his authority. German princes 
strengthened themselves at the expense of the 
monarchy, thereby continuing to preclude Ger- 
man unity. 


The Crusades 


Like the movement for spiritual renewal associated 
with the Cluniac reformers, the Crusades—wars 
to regain the Holy Land from the Muslims—were 
an outpouring of Christian zeal and an attempt 
by the papacy to assert its preeminence. Along 
with the renewal of commerce and the growth of 
towns, the Crusades signaled the increased vitality 
and self-confidence of Western Europe. The vic- 
tims of earlier Muslim attacks, Latin Christians 
now took the offensive. 

The Crusades were also part of a general 
movement of expansion that took place in Eu- 
rope during the High Middle Ages. By the middle 
of the eleventh century, Genoese and Pisans had 
driven the Muslims from Sardinia. By 1091, Nor- 
mans from France had taken Sicily from the Mus- 
lims and southern Italy from Byzantium. With 
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the support of the papacy, Christian knights en- 
gaged in the long struggle to drive the Muslims 
from Spain; by 1248, after more than two centu- 
ries of conflict, only the small southern kingdom 
of Granada remained in Muslim hands. Germans 
conquered and colonized lands south of the Bal- 
tic coast inhabited by non-Christian Slavs, Balts, 
and Prussians. German settlers brought with them 
Christianity and German language and culture. 
They cleared vast tracts of virgin land for farming 
and established towns, bishoprics, and monaster- 
ies in a region where urban life had been virtually 
unknown. 

Seeking to regain lands taken from Byzantium 
by the Seljuk Turks, the Byzantine emperor Alex- 
ius appealed to the West for mercenaries. Pope 
Urban II, at the Council of Clermont (in France) in 
1095, exaggerated the danger confronting Eastern 
Christianity and called for a holy crusade against 
the heathen Turks, whom he accused of defiling 
and destroying Christian churches. A Christian 
army, mobilized by the papacy to defend the faith 
and to regain the Holy Land from nonbelievers, 
accorded with the papal concept of a just war; it 
would channel the endemic violence of Europe’s 
warrior class in a Christian direction. 

What motivated the knights and others who 
responded to Urban’s appeal? No doubt the 
Crusaders regarded themselves as armed pil- 
grims dedicated to rescuing holy places from 
the hated Muslims. Moreover, Urban declared 
that participation in a crusade was itself an act 
of penance, an acceptable way of demonstrating 
sorrow for sin. To the warrior nobility, a crusade 
was a great adventure promising land, glory, 
and plunder, but it was also an opportunity to 
remit sins by engaging in a holy war. The en- 
thusiasm with which knights became Christian 
warriors revealed the extent to which Christian 
principles had permeated the warrior mentality 
of the nobles. 

Stirred by popular preachers, the common peo- 
ple also became gripped by the crusading spirit. 
The most remarkable of the evangelists was Peter 
the Hermit. Swayed by this old man’s eloquence, 
thousands of poor people abandoned their vil- 
lages and joined Peter’s march to Jerusalem. 
After reaching Constantinople, Peter’s recruits 
crossed into Turkish territory, where they were 
massacred. 
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An army of Christian knights also departed 
from Constantinople. In June 1099, three years 
after leaving Europe, this army stood outside the 
walls of Jerusalem. Using siege weapons, it broke 
into the city and slaughtered the Muslim and 
Jewish inhabitants. Besides capturing Jerusalem, 
the Crusaders carved out four principalities in the 
Near East. 

Never resigned to the establishment of Chris- 
tian states in their midst, Muslim leaders called for 
a jihad, or holy war. In 1144, one of the Crusader 
states, the County of Edessa, fell to the resurgent 
forces of Islam. Alarmed by the loss of Edessa, 
Pope Eugenius II called for the Second Crusade, 
which was a complete failure. 

After 1174, Saladin, a brilliant commander, 
became the most powerful leader in the Muslim 
Near East. In 1187, he invaded Palestine, annihi- 
lating a Christian army near Nazareth and recap- 
turing Jerusalem. This led to the Third Crusade, 
in which some of Europe’s most prominent rulers 
took part—Richard I, the Lion-Hearted, of Eng- 
land; Philip Augustus of France; and Frederick 
Barbarossa of Germany. The Crusaders captured 
Acre and Jaffa, but Jerusalem remained in Mus- 
lim hands. 

Pope Innocent III, who called the Fourth Cru- 
sade (1202-1204), was enraged by the actions of 
the Crusaders. They had first attacked the Chris- 
tian port of Zara, controlled by the king of Hun- 
gary, and then looted and defiled churches and 
massacred Byzantines in Constantinople. This 
shameful behavior, along with the belief that the 
papacy was exploiting the crusading ideal to ex- 
tend its own power, weakened both the crusad- 
ing zeal of Christendom and the moral authority 
of the papacy. Other Crusades followed, but the 
position of the Christian states in the Near East 
continued to deteriorate. In 1291, almost two cen- 
turies after Pope Urban’s appeal, the last Christian 
strongholds in the Near East fell. 

The Crusades increased the wealth of the 
Italian cities that furnished transportation for 
the Crusaders and benefited from the increased 
trade with the East. They may have contributed 
to the decline of feudalism and the strengthening 
of monarchy because many lords were killed in 
battle or squandered their wealth financing expe- 
ditions to the Holy Land. The Crusades sparked 
an interest in geography and travel; introduced 
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westerners to new foods, clothing, and architec- 
ture; and became a theme in literature. Neverthe- 
less, they did not significantly influence European 
intellectual progress. The Crusaders had no con- 
tact with Muslim centers of learning in the Near 
East; it was through Spain and Sicily that Muslim 
learning penetrated Latin Christendom and helped 
stimulate the cultural awakening of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries. Over the centuries, some 
have praised the Crusades for inspiring idealism 
and heroism. Others, however, have castigated the 
movement for corrupting the Christian spirit and 
unleashing religious intolerance and fanaticism— 
including the massacre of Jews in the Rhineland 
and of Muslims and Jews in Jerusalem—that 
would lead to strife in future centuries. The Cru- 
sades remain a crucial component of the ideology 
of contemporary Islamic extremists. 


Dissenters and Reformers 


Freedom of religion is a modern concept; it was 
totally alien to the medieval outlook. Regard- 
ing itself as the possessor and guardian of divine 
truth, the church felt a profound obligation to 
purge Christendom of heresy—beliefs that chal- 
lenged Christian orthodoxy. To the church, here- 
tics had committed treason against God and were 
carriers of a deadly infection. Heresy was the 
work of Satan; lured by false ideas, people might 
abandon the true faith and deny themselves salva- 
tion. In the eyes of the church, heretics not only 
obstructed individual salvation but also under- 
mined the foundations of society. 

To compel obedience, the church used its 
power of excommunication. An excommunicated 
person could not receive the sacraments or at- 
tend church services—fearful punishments in an 
age of faith. In dealing with a recalcitrant ruler, 
the church could declare an interdict on his terri- 
tory, which in effect denied the ruler’s subjects the 
sacraments (although exceptions could be made). 
The church hoped that the pressure exerted by 
an aroused populace would compel the offending 
ruler to mend his ways. 

The church also conducted heresy trials. Before 
the thirteenth century, local bishops were respon- 
sible for finding heretics and putting them on trial. 
In 1233, the papacy established the Inquisition, a 


court specially designed to fight heresy. The ac- 
cused were presumed guilty until proven innocent; 
they were not told the names of their accusers, 
nor could they have legal defense. To wrest a con- 
fession from the accused, torture (which had been 
sanctioned by Roman law) was permitted. Those 
who persisted in their beliefs might be turned over 
to the civil authorities to be burned at the stake. 


The Waldensians. Religious dissent in the Mid- 
dle Ages was often reformist in character. Inspired 
by the Gospels, reformers criticized the church 
for its wealth and involvement in worldly affairs. 
They called for a return to the simpler, purer life 
of Jesus and the Apostles. 

In their zeal to emulate the moral purity and 
material poverty of the first followers of Jesus, 
these reform-minded dissenters attacked ecclesi- 
astical authority. The Waldensians, followers of 
Peter Waldo, a rich merchant of Lyons, were a 
case in point. In the 1170s, Peter distributed his 
property to the poor and attracted both male and 
female supporters. Like their leader, the Walden- 
sians committed themselves to poverty and to 
preaching the Gospel in the vernacular, or native 
tongue, rather than in the church’s Latin, which 
many Christians did not understand. 

The Waldensians considered themselves true 
Christians, faithful to the spirit of the apostolic 
church. Repelled by Waldensian attacks against 
the immorality of the clergy and by the fact that 
these laypeople were preaching the Gospel with- 
out the permission of ecclesiastical authorities, 
the church condemned the movement as heretical. 
Despite persecution, however, the Waldensians 
continued to survive as a group in northern Italy. 


The Cathari. Catharism was the most radical 
heresy to confront the medieval church. This belief 
represented a curious mixture of Eastern religious 
movements that had competed with Christianity 
in the days of the Roman Empire. Cathari tenets 
differed considerably from those of the church. 
The Cathari believed in an eternal conflict be- 
tween the forces of the god of good and those of 
the god of evil. Because the evil god, whom they 
identified with the God of the Old Testament, 
had created the world, this earthly home was evil. 
The soul, spiritual in nature, was good, but it was 
trapped in wicked flesh. 
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The Cathari taught that, since the flesh is evil, 
Christ would not have taken a human form; 
hence, he could not have suffered on the cross or 
have been resurrected. Nor could God have issued 
forth from the evil flesh of the Virgin. According 
to Catharism, Jesus was not God but an angel. 
In order to enslave people, the evil god created 
the church, which demonstrated its wickedness 
by pursuing power and wealth. Repudiating the 
church, the Cathari organized their own ecclesias- 
tical hierarchy. 

The center for the Catharist heresy was southern 
France, where a strong tradition of protest against 
the moral laxity and materialism of the clergy ex- 
isted. When the Cathari did not submit to peaceful 
persuasion, Innocent III called on kings and lords 
to exterminate Catharism with the sword before 
the infection spread throughout Europe. Lasting 
from 1208 to 1229, the war against the Cathari 
was marked by brutality and fanaticism. Under 
Innocent’s successor, Dominican and Franciscan in- 
quisitors completed the task of exterminating them 
virtually to the last person, a horrendous slaughter 
that some refer to as medieval genocide. 


The Franciscans and the Dominicans. Driven 
by a zeal for reform, devout laypeople con- 
demned the clergy for moral abuses. Sometimes 
their piety and resentment exploded into heresy; 
at other times it was channeled into movements 
that served the church. Such was the case with the 
two great orders of friars, the Franciscans and the 
Dominicans. 

Like Peter Waldo, Saint Francis of Assisi 
(c. 1181-1226) came from a wealthy merchant 
family. After undergoing an intense religious ex- 
perience, Francis abandoned his possessions and 
devoted his life to imitating Christ. Dressed as 
a beggar, he wandered into villages and towns, 
preaching, healing, and befriending the poor, the 
helpless, the sick, and even lepers, whom everyone 
feared to approach. The saintly Francis soon at- 
tracted disciples, called Little Brothers, who fol- 
lowed in their leader’s footsteps. 

As the Franciscans grew in popularity, the 
papacy exercised greater control over their ac- 
tivities. In time, the order was transformed from 
a spontaneous movement of inspired laymen 
into an organized agent of papal policy. The 
Franciscans served the church as teachers and 
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missionaries in Eastern Europe, North Africa, 
the Near East, and China. The papacy set aside 
Francis’s prohibition against the Brothers own- 
ing churches, houses, and lands corporately. 
His desire to keep the movement a lay order 
was abandoned when the papacy granted the 
Brothers the right to hear confession. Francis’s 
opposition to formal learning as irrelevant to 
preaching Gospel love was rejected when the 
movement began to urge university education 
for its members. Those who protested against 
these changes as a repudiation of Francis’s spirit 
were persecuted, and a few were even burned at 
the stake as heretics. 

The Dominican order was founded by Saint 
Dominic (c. 1170-1221), a Spanish nobleman 
who had preached against the Cathari in southern 
France. Believing that those who were well versed 
in Christian teaching could best combat heresy, 
Dominic, unlike Francis, insisted that his follow- 
ers engage in study. Eventually, the Dominicans 
became some of the leading theologians in the uni- 
versities. Like the Franciscans, they went out into 
the world to preach the Gospel and to proselytize. 
Dominican friars became the chief operators of 
the Inquisition. For their zeal in fighting heresy, 
they were known as the hounds of the Lord. 


Innocent III: The Apex of Papal Power 


During the pontificate of Innocent III (1198-1216), 
papal theocracy reached its zenith. More than any 
earlier pope, Innocent made the papacy the center 
of European political life; in the tradition of Greg- 
ory VII, he forcefully asserted the theory of papal 
monarchy. As head of the church, Vicar of Christ, 
and successor of Saint Peter, Innocent claimed the 
authority to intervene in the internal affairs of sec- 
ular rulers when they threatened the good order 
of Christendom. According to Innocent, the pope, 
“lower than God but higher than man... judges 
all and is judged by no one.”* 

Innocent applied these principles of papal su- 
premacy in his dealings with the princes of Eu- 
rope. When King Philip Augustus of France 
repudiated Ingeborg of Denmark the day after 
their wedding and later divorced her to marry 
someone else, Innocent placed an interdict on 
France to compel Philip to take Ingeborg back. 
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For two decades, Innocent III championed Inge- 
borg’s cause, until she finally became the French 
queen. When King John of England rejected the 
papal candidate for archbishop of Canterbury, 
Stephen Langton, Innocent first laid an interdict 
on the country. Then he excommunicated John, 
who expressed his defiance by confiscating church 
property and by forcing many bishops into exile. 
However, when Innocent urged Philip Augustus 
of France to invade England, John backed down. 

Innocent called the Fourth Crusade against 
the Muslims and a crusade against the hereti- 
cal Cathari. The culminating expression of Inno- 
cent’s supremacy was the Fourth Lateran Council, 
convened in 1215. Comprising some twelve hun- 
dred clergy and representatives of secular rulers, 
the council issued several far-reaching decrees. 
It maintained that the Eastern Orthodox church 
was subordinate to the Roman Catholic church. 
It prohibited the state from taxing the clergy and 
declared laws detrimental to the church null and 
void. It also made bishops responsible for ferreting 
out heretics in their dioceses and ordered secular 
authorities to punish convicted heretics. Further- 
more, the council insisted on high standards of be- 
havior for the clergy and required each Catholic 
to confess his or her sins to-a priest at least once 
a year and to perform the prescribed penance. 
Through this directive, the church tightened its 
control over the conscience of Europe. The council 
also decreed that in the sacrament of the Eucharist 
the body and blood of Christ are actually present 
in the bread and wine used in the sacrament. This 
meant that the priest at the altar was God’s agent 
in the performance of a wondrous miracle. 


CHRISTIANS AND JEWS 


In their relations with heretics, pagans, and Mus- 
lims, medieval Christians demonstrated a narrow 
and hostile attitude that ran counter to the Gospel 
message that all human beings were children of 
God and that Christ had suffered for all humanity. 
Muslims were seen, in the words of Pope Urban 
II, as a “vile breed,” “infidels,” and “enemies of 
God.” 

Medieval Christians also showed hatred for 
Jews—a visibly alien group in a society dominated 
by the Christian worldview. The First Crusade 


was a turning point for medieval Jews. Until then 
there were few instances of organized violence 
against Jewish communities. If we are warring 
against God’s enemies, reasoned zealous crusad- 
ers, why not annihilate the Lord’s enemies living 
in our midst? In 1096, bands of crusaders, pro- 
claiming that they were seeking vengeance against 
“Christ-killers,” slaughtered Jews in French and 
German towns. The Crusaders were often aided 
by townspeople driven by hateful images of Jews 
and eager to seize Jewish property. The venomous 
hatred of Jews unleashed by the First Crusade trig- 
gered other massacres during the Middle Ages, at 
times fomented by the clergy. Viewing the Jews as 
possessions to be exploited, kings and lords taxed 
and fined them relentlessly and periodically ex- 
pelled Jews from their territories in order to con- 
fiscate their property. In 1290, Jews were expelled 
from England, and in 1306, from France. Between 
1290 and 1293, expulsions, massacres, and forced 
conversions led to the virtual disappearance of a 
centuries-old Jewish community life in southern 
Italy. In Germany, savage riots periodically led to 
the torture and murder of Jews. In 1348-1349, 
when the Black Death (see “The Fourteenth Cen- 
tury: An Age of Adversity” in Chapter 7) raged 
across Europe, Jews were accused of spreading 
the plague by poisoning well water; thousands of 
Jews were burned alive in Basel, Freiburg, Stras- 
bourg, Mainz, and other towns. 

Several factors contributed to anti-Jewish 
feelings during the Middle Ages. To medieval 
Christians, the refusal of the Jews to embrace 
Christianity was an act of wickedness, particu- 
larly since the church taught that the coming of 
Christ had been prophesied by the Old Testament. 
Related to this prejudice was the portrayal of the 
Crucifixion in the Gospels. In the minds of medi- 
eval Christians, the crime of deicide—the killing 
of God—eternally tainted the Jews as a people; 
medieval Christians viewed Jews as dangerous 
sinners rejected by God and deserving of cease- 
less punishment. Christian theologians taught 
they were to remain forever in subjection to 
Christians. It was just such a view that led town 
magistrates and princes periodically to confiscate 
Jewish property, sometimes after burning the help- 
less Jews alive in a public spectacle. The flames of 
hatred were fanned by the absurd allegation that 
Jews, made bloodthirsty by the spilling of Christ’s 
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blood, tortured and murdered Christians, particu- 
larly children, to obtain blood for ritual purposes. 
This blood libel was widely believed and incited 
numerous riots that led to the murder, torture, 
and expulsion of countless Jews, despite the fact 
that some popes and emperors condemned the 
charge as groundless. 

The role of Jews as moneylenders also pro- 
voked animosity toward them. Increasingly 
excluded from international trade and most pro- 
fessions, barred from the guilds, and in many 
areas barred from landholding as well, Jews found 
that virtually the only means of livelihood open 
to them was moneylending. This activity, which 
was in theory forbidden to Christians, aroused 
the hatred of the individual peasants, clergy, lords, 
and kings who did the borrowing. 

The policy of the church toward the Jews 
was that they should not be harmed but that 
they should live in humiliation, a fitting punish- 
ment for their act of deicide and continued re- 
fusal to embrace Christianity. Thus, the Fourth 
Lateran Council barred Jews from public office, 
required them to wear a distinguishing badge on 
their clothing as a symbol of their degradation, 
and ordered them to remain off the streets dur- 
ing Christian festivals. Christian art, literature, 
and religious instruction depicted the Jews in a 
derogatory manner, often identifying them with 
the Devil, who was very real and very terrify- 
ing to medieval Christians. Such people deserved 
no mercy, reasoned medieval Christians. Indeed, 
nothing was too bad for them. Because Jews were 
seen as evil allies of Satan engaged in a diabolical 
plot against God and Christendom, Jew-hatred 
was regarded as an expression of Christian vir- 
tue. Deeply etched into the minds and hearts of 
Christians, the distorted image of the Jew as a 
contemptible creature persisted in the European 
mentality into the twentieth century. 

Despite their precarious position, medieval 
Jews maintained their faith, expanded their tradi- 
tion of biblical and legal scholarship, and devel- 
oped a flourishing Hebrew literature. The work of 
Jewish translators, doctors, and philosophers con- 
tributed substantially to the flowering of medieval 
culture in the High Middle Ages. 

The foremost Jewish scholar of the Middle 
Ages was Moses ben Maimon (1135-1204), 
also called by the Greek name Maimonides. He 





AntTI-SemitisM. Holding the Jews responsible for the Black Death, Christians 
committed mass murder. In Basel, several hundred Jews were herded into a 
wooden house and burned to death. Some six thousand Jews were burned 
alive in Mainz. Flames consumed another two thousand in a huge pyre outside 
Strasbourg, and their property was distributed to the local townspeople. In 
this picture depicting the slaughter of the Jews of Strasbourg, the townspeople 
evidently enjoy the spectacle. 


was born in Cordoba, Spain, then under Mus- 
lim rule. After his family emigrated from Spain, 
Maimonides went to Egypt, where he became 
physician to the sultan. During his lifetime, Mai- 
monides achieved fame as a philosopher, theo- 
logian, mathematician, and physician. He was 
recognized as the leading Jewish sage of his day, 
and his writings were respected by Christian and 
Muslim thinkers as well. Like Christian and Mus- 
lim philosophers, Maimonides sought to harmo- 
nize faith with reason, to reconcile the Hebrew 


Scriptures and the Talmud (Jewish biblical com- 
mentary) with Greek philosophy. In his writings 
on ethical themes, Maimonides demonstrated pi- 
ety, wisdom, and humanity, as when he discussed 
charity. He held that the highest form of char- 
ity was helping someone who has fallen on bad 
times to become self-supporting by finding him 
work or providing him with a gift or loan to get 
started again. Just below that was helping a poor 
person in such a way that neither the recipient 
nor the donor knows each other. 


Bibliotheque Royale de Belgique. 








NOTES 


1. Speros Vryonis, Jr., Byzantium and Europe (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1967), p. 193. 


2. The Koran, trans. N. J. Dawood (Baltimore: 
Penguin Books, 1961), pp. 108-109. 


3. W. Montgomery Watt, The Influence of Islam 
on Medieval Europe (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1972), p. 43. 


4. Quoted in V. H. H. Green, Medieval Civiliza- 
tion in Western Europe (New York: St. Martin’s 
Bresso Al)apaoor 

5. Excerpted in Brian Tierney, ed., The Crisis of 
Church and State, 1050-1300 (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1964), p. 132. 


SUGGESTED READING 


Chazan, Robert, Medieval Stereotypes and Modern 
Antisemitism (1997). The deterioration of the im- 
age of the Jew in the High Middle Ages. 

Collins, Roger, Medieval Europe 300-1000 (1999). 
Comprehensive and clearly written. 

Dawson, Christopher, The Making of Europe (1957). 
Stresses the role of Christianity in shaping Euro- 
pean civilization. 

Esposito, John L., ed., The Oxford History of Islam 
(1999). Essays by scholars on Islamic history and 
culture. 

Fossier, Robert, ed., The Cambridge Illustrated His- 
tory of the Middle Ages 950-1250 (1997). Essays 
by scholars on the High Middle Ages. 

Gies, Frances, and Joseph Gies, Women in the Mid- 
dle Ages (1978). The narrative weaves in valuable 
quotations from medieval sources. 


e 
r CourseMate 


chapter. 


Go to the CourseMate website 
at www.cengagebrain.com 
for additional study tools and 
review materials—including 
audio and video clips—for this 


Suggested Reading *# 155 





, Life in a Medieval Castle (1974). The castle 
as the center of medieval life; passages from jour- 
nals, songs, and account books permit medieval 
people to speak for themselves. 

Herrin, Judith, The Formation of Christendom 
(1987). The transition from antiquity to the Mid- 
dle Ages. 

Holmes, George, ed., The Oxford History of Me- 
dieval Europe (1988). Essays by several scholars; 
good opening essay on transformation of the Ro- 
man world. 

Lewis, Bernard, The Arabs in History (1966). A valu- 
able survey. 

Madden, Thomas F., ed., Crusades: The Illustrated 
History (2004). Useful essays on the various Cru- 
sades and their legacy. 

Mango, Cyril, ed., The Oxford History of Byzan- 
tium (2002). Essays by scholars on Byzantine his- 
tory and culture. 

McCall, Andrew, The Medieval Underworld (2004). 
Acounts of witches, heretics, homosexuals and 
others on the margin of society. 

Shahar, Shulamith, The Fourth Estate (1983). 
Women in the Middle Ages. 

Spufford, Peter, Power and Profit: The Merchant in 
Medieval Europe (2002) A detailed study replete 
with interesting accounts. 

Tyerman, Christopher, Fighting for Christendom: 
Holy War and the Crusades (2004). Includes in- 
sightful discussion of how the Crusades are per- 
ceived by Christians, Muslims, and Jews today. 

Zacour, Norman, An Introduction to Medieval 
Institutions (1969). Comprehensive essays on all 
phases of medieval society. 









Chapter 7 





The Flowering 
and Dissolution 
of Medieval ‘Cat Feats 


Revival of Learning 

The Medieval Worldview 

Philosophy, Science, and Law 

Literature 

Architecture 

The Fourteenth Century: An Age of Adversity 
The Decline of the Papacy 

Breakup of the Thomistic Synthesis 


The Middle Ages and the Modern World: Continuity 
and Discontinuity 


Focus Questions 


il 


Py 
3. 


. How did religion pervade much of the medieval philosophy, science, literature, 


What conditions contributed to the revival of learning during the High 
Middle Ages? 


What were scholastic philosophers trying to accomplish? 
How does the medieval view of the universe differ from the modern view? 


art, and architecture? 


. Why is the fourteenth century described as an age of adversity? 
. What led to the decline of the medieval papacy? What is the historical 


significance of this development? 


7. What is the legacy of the Middle Ages to the modern world? 
8. How does the characteristic outlook of the Middle Ages differ from that of 


the modern age? 


Ii urope in the High Middle Ages showed considerable vitality. 
The population increased, long-distance trade revived, new towns 
emerged, states started to take shape, and papal power grew. The 
culminating expression of this recovery and resurgence was the 
cultural flowering in philosophy, the visual arts, and literature. 
Creative intellects achieved on a cultural level what the papacy ac- 
complished on an institutional level: the integration of life around a 
Christian viewpoint. The High Middle Ages saw the restoration of 
some of the learning of the ancient world, the rise of universities, the 
emergence of an original form of architecture (the Gothic), and the 
erection of an imposing system of thought, called scholasticism. Me- 
dieval theologian-philosophers fashioned Christian teachings into 
an all-embracing philosophy that represented the spiritual essence 
and the distinctive style of medieval civilization. They perfected 
what Christian thinkers in the Roman Empire had initiated and 
what the learned men of the Early Middle Ages had been groping 


for: a synthesis of Greek philosophy and Christian revelation. * 





Chronology 7.1 « The High and Late Middle Ages 


c. 1100 
1163 
1267-1273 
1309-1377 


Revival of the study of Roman law at Bologna 
Start of the construction of the Cathedral of Notre Dame 
Saint Thomas Aquinas writes Summa Theologica 


Babylonian Captivity: the popes, all French, reside at Avignon and are 
influenced by the French monarchy 


c. 1321 
1337-1453 


Dante completes Divine Comedy 


Hundred Years’ War between England and France 


1347-1351 
1377 
1378-1417 
1415 


Black Death reaches Italian ports and ravages Europe 
Pope Gregory XI returns the papacy to Rome 
Great Schism: Christendom has two and then three popes 


The battle of Agincourt: Henry V of England defeats the French; Jan Hus, a 


Bohemian religious reformer, is burned at the stake 


1453 
Years’ War 


1460 


REVIVAL OF LEARNING 


In the late eleventh century, Latin Christendom 
began to experience a cultural revival; all areas 
of life showed vitality and creativeness. In the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, a rich civiliza- 
tion with a distinctive style united the educated 
elite in the lands from Britain to Sicily. Gothic ca- 
thedrals, an enduring testament to the creativity 
of the religious impulse, were erected throughout 
Europe. Universities sprang up in several cities. 
Roman authors were again read and their style 
imitated. The quality of written Latin—the lan- 
guage of the church, learning, and education— 
improved, and secular and religious poetry, both 
in Latin and in the vernacular, abounded. Roman 
law emerged anew in Italy, spread to Northern 
Europe, and regained its importance (lost since 
Roman times) as worthy of study and scholar- 
ship. Some key works of ancient Greece were 
translated into Latin and studied in universities. 
Employing the rational tradition of Greece, men 
of genius harmonized Christian doctrines and 
Greek philosophy. 
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The English are driven from France, except Calais; the end of the Hundred 


Pope Pius II condemns the Conciliar Movement as heretical 





Several conditions contributed to this cultural 
explosion, known as the Twelfth-Century Awaken- 
ing. As attacks of Vikings, Muslims, and Magyars 
ended and kings and great lords imposed more 
order and stability, people found greater opportu- 
nities for travel and communication. The revival 
of trade and the growth of towns created a need 
for literacy and provided the wealth required to 
support learning. Increasing contact with Islamic 
and Byzantine cultures in Spain, Sicily, and Italy 
led to the translation into Latin of ancient Greek 
works preserved by these Eastern civilizations. By 
preserving Greek philosophy and science—and by 
producing creative commentaries on these classical 
works—Islamic civilization acted as a bridge be- 
tween antiquity and the cultural revival of the High 
Middle Ages. The Twelfth-Century Awakening was 
also prompted by the legacy of the Carolingian 
Renaissance, whose cultural lights had dimmed 
but never wholly vanished in the period of disorder 
after the dissolution of Charlemagne’s empire. 

In the Early Middle Ages, the principal educa- 
tional centers were the monastic schools. During 
the twelfth century, cathedral schools in towns 


gained importance. Their teachers, paid a stipend 
by a local church, taught grammar, rhetoric, and 
logic. However, the chief expression of expand- 
ing intellectual life was the university, a distinct 
creation of the Middle Ages. The first universities 
were not planned but grew spontaneously. They 
developed as students, eager for knowledge, gath- 
ered around prominent teachers. The renewed im- 
portance of Roman law for business and politics, 
for example, drew students to Bologna to study 
with acknowledged masters. 

University students attended lectures, prepared 
for examinations, and earned degrees. They stud- 
ied grammar, rhetoric, logic, arithmetic, geometry, 
astronomy, medicine, music, and, when ready, 
church law and theology, which was considered 
the queen of the sciences. The curriculum relied 
heavily on Latin translations of ancient texts, 
chiefly the works of Aristotle. Students in math- 
ematics and astronomy read Latin translations of 
Euclid and Ptolemy, while those in medicine stud- 
ied the works of two great medical men of the an- 
cient world, Hippocrates and Galen. 

Universities performed a crucial function in 
the Middle Ages. Students learned the habit of 
reasoned argument. Universities trained profes- 
sional secretaries and lawyers, who administered 
the affairs of church, state, and the growing cit- 
ies. These institutions of learning also produced 
theologians and philosophers, who shaped the 
climate of public opinion. Since the curriculum 
and the texts studied were essentially the same in 
all lands, the learning disseminated by universities 
tightened the cultural bonds that united Christian 
Europe. Medieval universities established in the 
West a tradition of learning that has never died. 
There is direct continuity between the universities 
of our own day and medieval centers of learning. 


THE MEDIEVAL WORLDVIEW 


A distinctive worldview, based essentially on 
Christianity, evolved during the Middle Ages. This 
outlook differed from both the Greco-Roman and 
the modern scientific and secular views of the 
world. In the Christian view, not the individual 
but the Creator determined what constituted the 
good life. Thus, reason that was not illuminated 
by revelation was either wrong or inadequate, for 


The Medieval Worldview % 


Gop As ARCHITECT OF THE UNIVERSE, FRENCH OLD 
TESTAMENT MINIATURE PAINTING, THIRTEENTH 
Century. To the medieval Christian, God was the 
creator of the world. The universe had a known 
hierarchical order, a “great chain of being” extending 
from God downward to the lowest form of being. 


God had revealed the proper rules for the regula- 
tion of individual and social life. Ultimately, the 
good life was not of this world but came from a 
union with God in a higher world. This Christian 
belief, as formulated by the church, made life and 
death purposeful and intelligible; it dominated the 
thought of the Middle Ages. 


The Universe: Higher 
and Lower Worlds 


Medieval thinkers sharply differentiated between 
spirit and matter, between a realm of grace and 
an earthly realm, between a higher world of per- 
fection and a lower world of imperfection. Moral 





Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna: Cod. 2554, fol. Iv. 


160 + 


values derived from the higher world, which was 
also the final destination for the faithful. Two sets 
of laws operated in the medieval universe, one for 
the heavens and one for the earth. The cosmos 
was a giant ladder, with God at the summit; earth, 
composed of base matter, stood at the bottom, 
just above hell, where farthest from God dwelled 
Satan, his evil spirits, and the souls of the damned. 

From Aristotle and Ptolemy, medieval think- 
ers inherited the theory of an earth-centered 
universe—the geocentric theory—which they 
imbued with Christian meaning. The geocentric 
theory held that revolving around the motion- 
less earth at uniform speeds were seven transpar- 
ent spheres, in which were embedded the seven 
“planets”—the moon, Mercury, Venus, the sun, 
Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. (Because Earth did not 
move, it was not considered a planet.) A sphere of 
fixed stars—that is, the stars stayed in a constant 
relationship to one another—enclosed this plan- 
etary system. Above the firmament of the stars 
were the three heavenly spheres. The outermost, 
the Empyrean Heaven, was the abode of God and 
the Elect. Through the sphere below—the Prime 
Mover—God transmitted motion to the planetary 
spheres. Beneath this was the lowest sphere, the 
invisible Crystalline Heaven. 

An earth-centered universe accorded with the 
Christian idea that God had created the universe 
for men and women and that salvation was 
the primary aim of life. Because God had created 
people in his image, they deserved this central 
position in the universe. Although they might be 
living at the bottom rung of the cosmic ladder, 
only they, of all living things, had the capacity to 
ascend to heaven, the realm of perfection. 

Also acceptable to the Christian mentality 
was the sharp distinction drawn by Aristotle be- 
tween the world above the moon and the one 
below it. Aristotle held that terrestrial bodies 
were made of four elements: earth, water, air, 
and fire. Celestial bodies, which occupied the 
region above the moon, were composed of a 
fifth element, ether—too clear, too pure, and too 
perfect to be found on earth. The planets and 
stars existed in a world apart; they were made 
of the divine ether and followed celestial laws, 
which did not apply to earthly objects. Whereas 
earthly bodies underwent change—ice convert- 
ing to water, a burning log converting to ashes— 
heavenly objects were incorruptible, immune 
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to all change. Unlike earthly objects, they were 
indestructible. 

Heavenly bodies also followed different laws of 
motion from earthly objects. Aristotle said that it 
was natural for celestial bodies to move eternally 
in uniform circles, such motion being considered 
a sign of perfection. According to Aristotle, it 
was also natural for heavy bodies (stone) to fall 
downward and for light objects (fire, smoke) to 
move upward toward the celestial world; the fall- 
ing stone and the rising smoke were finding their 
natural place in the universe. 


The Individual: Sinful but Redeemable 


At the center of medieval belief was the idea of 
a perfect God and a wretched and sinful human 
being. God, who had conceived and created the 
universe, had given Adam and Eve freedom to 
choose; rebellious and presumptuous, they had 
used their freedom to disobey God. In doing 
so, they made evil an intrinsic part of the human 
personality. But God, who had not stopped lov- 
ing human beings, showed them the way out of 
sin. God became man and died so that human 
beings might be saved. Men and women were 
weak, egocentric, and sinful. With God’s grace, 
they could overcome their sinful nature and 
gain salvation; without grace, they were utterly 
helpless. 

The medieval individual’s understanding 
of self stemmed from a comprehension of the 
universe as a hierarchy instituted by and cul- 
minating in God. On earth, the basest objects 
were lifeless stones, devoid of souls. Higher 
than stones were plants, endowed with a 
primitive type of soul that allowed reproduc- 
tion and growth. Still higher were animals, 
which had the capacity for motion and sensa- 
tion. The highest of the animals were human 
beings; unlike other animals, they could grasp 
some part of universal truth. Far superior to 
them were the angels, who apprehended God’s 
truth without difficulty. At the summit of this 
graduated universe (the Great Chain of Being) 
was God, who was pure Being, without limi- 
tation, and the source of all existence. God’s 
revelation reached down to humanity through 
the hierarchical order. From God, revelation 
passed to the angels, who were also arranged 


The Art of the 
Ancient World 
and the Middle 
Ages 


he art of the classical period (c. fifth cen- 

tury B.C.) was important not only to the 

ancient Greeks but also to the Romans 
and to later generations, from the Renaissance 
to the postmodern period of the late twenti- 
eth century. Through the ages, classical art has 
been kept alive—adopted, adapted, altered, and 
appreciated—by artists and craftspeople. Why 
has the classical style remained at the forefront 
of artistic endeavor? 

The classical period has given us the first 
works of the Western world to represent the 
human form with accuracy. The body itself 
was the sculptors’ subject. Their aim was to 
shape their marble so as to make a general and 
schematic figure lifelike. Classical sculpture 
has been a powerful learning device for aspir- 
ing artisans from Michelangelo to nineteenth- 
century artists such as Auguste Rodin. Ancient 
sculptures—and plaster casts made from 
them—have been used as teaching tools by 
educators since the Renaissance. Learning to 
draw from casts of ancient works was the tra- 
ditional first step in an artist’s education; even 
many abstract artists of the twentieth century 
had a solid grounding in works of the classical 
period. 











Praxiteles: Hermes with Young Dionysus, c. 350 B.c. 
Praxiteles (fl. 375-330 B.c.) is renowned for the 
quality of his marble sculpture, such as the Hermes 
with Young Dionysus, considered one of his finest 
works. The statue has many of the attributes that 
distinguish classical sculpture at its best. The stance 
is relaxed: an S-curve takes the weight off of one leg 
and shifts it to the opposite hip. This contrapposto 
or counterbalanced pose draws attention to every 
part of the god’s body. The sculpture is so realistic 
and fluid that viewers might forget they are looking 
at marble. How does this work express the human- 
istic outlook of classical Greece? (Olympia Museum/Bridgeman 
Art Library.) 











Hellenistic Sculpture: The Laocoon, Second Century B.c. This Hellenistic 
sculpture, attributed to three artists, depicts the suffering, anguish, and death 
of the mythological Laoco6n and his sons as divine retribution for his hay- 
ing broken an oath. It presents an interesting contrast to earlier Hellenic art, 
which was characteristically harmonious and serene. What statement does 
the shape and arrangement of the figures in the group seem to be making 
about human destiny? How does it differ from the usual approach of 
Hellenic art in portraying the human figure? (Museo Pio Clementino, Vatican Museums, 

Vatican State/Scala/Art Resource.) 





Detail of Pompeian Wall Fresco: Lady Playing the Cithara. Upon the removal 
of lava and ash from Pompeii, a first-century Roman city appeared, provid- 
ing historians with data on the daily life of almost twenty centuries ago. What 

does this fresco scene disclose about the state of Roman culture and the lives 
of Roman Matrons? (Copyright © 1996 by The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1903.) 
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Apse Mosaic: Justinian and Attendants, Church of San Vitale, Ravenna. 
Emperor Justinian, who ruled Byzantium from 527 to 565, appears in this 
mosaic as a symbol of Christ rather than as an ordinary ruler on earth. The 
golden halo and the presence of exactly twelve attendants, reminiscent of the 
Twelve Apostles, confirm this impression. The way in which an artist depicts 
the human figure reveals a lot about past cultures. What can we learn about 
Byzantium by comparing the portrayal of Justinian with that of the Roman 
matron playing the cithara on the previous page? (Scala/Art Resource, N.Y) 





Byzantine School: Enthroned Madonna and Child, 
Thirteenth Century. During the thirteenth century, 
the Byzantine style, characterized by a blending 

of the art of Byzantium and the Catholic West, 
emerged in Italy. An excellent example of this 
fusion is evident in the Enthroned Madonna and 
Child, probably painted by a Greek artist working 
in Italy. What is typically Byzantine about this work 
is the richness of color and the use of gold in the 
background and in the Madonna’s robes. The faces 
of the figures, the high-backed wooden throne, 

the halos decorated with floral patterns, and the 
full-length image of the Virgin on her throne show 
an Italian influence. Why is Mary seated on a 
throne? How would a medieval viewer interpret 
this painting? (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Gift of 

Mrs. Otto H. Kahn, 1940.) 








April from Les trés riches heures of Jean, Duke of Berry. This page from a 
beautifully illustrated volume of prayers, which was made during 1413 through 
1416, is one of the paintings of months appearing in the nobleman’s book. 
What does this scene reveal about the lifestyle of nobles, both men and women? 
(Giraudon/Art Resource, N.Y.) 





Domenico Veneziano (c. 1410-1461): Madonna and Child with Saints, c. 1445. 
This Florentine master painted the altar panel (6' 7-1/2" x 6' 11-7/8") ina new 
style, called sacra conversazione (sacred conversation). The enthroned Madonna 
and child are framed by architectural elements and flanked by the formal, sol- 
emn figures of saints, who seem to converse with her or between themselves, or 
even with the onlooker. Saint John, to the left of the child and the Madonna, 
gazes out of the painting as he points to them, in effect directing the onlooker’s 
eyes. In his color scheme, Domenico uses sunlight and spots of bright primary 
colors, along with pastels, to present a glowing scene. What elements in the 
painting indicate that it is an Early Renaissance work? (Alinari/Art Resource, N.Y) 





Hubert or Jan van Eyck: The Last Judgment, c. 1420-1425. 
The major concern of medieval people was the salvation of 
their souls. At the Last Judgment, the good would be drawn to 
heaven while the damned would be sealed in hell. In The Last 
Judgment, the Flemish artist van Eyck depicts this final division 
in graphic detail. How does the relationship between man and 
the divine portrayed by van Eyck differ from the classical 
humanism of ancient Greek art? (Copyright © 1996 by The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, Fletcher Fund, 1933.) 








Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, N.Y. 


SCHOOL OF BOLOGNA MANUSCRIPT ILLUMINATION. The core of the medieval 


curriculum included the trivium and the quadrivium. Students mastered grammar, 
rhetoric, and dialectic—the “three ways” (trivium)—and then proceeded to 
mathematics, geometry, astronomy, and music (quadrivium). The technique of 
teaching was the disputatio, or oral disputation between master and student. 


hierarchically. From the angels, the truth 
reached men and women; it was grasped first 
by prophets and apostles and then by the mul- 
titudes. Thus, all things in the universe, from 
God to angels to men and women to the low- 
est earthly objects, occupied a place peculiar to 
their nature and were linked by God in a great, 
unbroken chain. 

Medieval individuals derived a sense of secu- 
rity from this hierarchical universe, in which the 
human position was clearly defined. True, they 
were sinners who dwelt on a corruptible earth 
at the bottom of the cosmic hierarchy. But they 
could ascend to the higher world of perfection 
above the moon. As children of God, they enjoyed 
the unique distinction that each human soul was 
precious; all Christians commanded respect unless 
they were heretics. (A heretic forfeited dignity and 
could be justly executed.) 


Medieval thinkers also arranged knowledge 
in a hierarchical order: knowledge of spiritual 
things surpassed all worldly knowledge, all 
human sciences. To know what God wanted of 
the individual was the summit of self-knowledge 
and permitted entry into heaven. 


PHILOSOPHY, SCIENCE, AND LAW 


Medieval philosophy, or scholasticism, applied rea- 
son to revelation. It explained and clarified Chris- 
tian teachings by means of concepts and principles 
of logic derived from Greek philosophy. Scholastics 
tried to show that the teachings of faith, although 
not derived from reason, were not contrary to rea- 
son, that logic could confirm the truth of church 
dogma. They tried to prove through reason what 
they already held to be true through faith. For 
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example, the existence of God and the immortal- 
ity of the soul, which every Christian accepted as 
articles of faith, could also, they thought, be dem- 
onstrated by reason. In struggling to harmonize 
faith with reason, medieval thinkers constructed 
an extraordinary synthesis of Christian revelation 
and Greek rationalism. 

The scholastic masters used reason not to chal- 
lenge but to serve faith: to elucidate, clarify, and 
buttress it. They did not break with the central 
concern of Christianity: earning God’s grace and 
achieving salvation. Although this goal could be 
realized solely by faith, scholastic thinkers insisted 
that a science of nature did not obstruct the pur- 
suit of grace and that philosophy could assist the 
devout in contemplating God. They did not re- 
ject those Christian beliefs that were beyond the 
grasp of human reason and therefore could not 
be deduced by rational argument. Instead, they 
held that such truths rested entirely on revelation 
and were to be accepted on faith. To medieval 
thinkers, reason did not have an independent ex- 
istence but ultimately had to acknowledge a su- 
prarational, superhuman standard of truth; Greek 
philosophy had to be interpreted to accord with 
Christian revelation. These thinkers wanted ra- 
tional thought to be directed by faith for Christian 
ends and guided by scriptural and ecclesiastical 
authority. Ultimately, faith had the final word. 

Not all Christian thinkers welcomed the use of 
reason. Regarding Greek philosophy as an enemy 
of faith (would not reason lead people to ques- 
tion belief in miracles?), a fabricator of heresies 
(would not reason encourage disbelief in essential 
church teachings?), and an obstacle to achieving 
communion of the soul with God (would not a 
deviation from church teachings, under the in- 
fluence of pagan philosophy, deprive people of 
salvation?), conservative theologians opposed 
the application of reason to Christian revela- 
tion. In a sense, the conservatives were right. By 
giving renewed vitality to Greek thought, medi- 
eval philosophy nurtured a powerful force that 
would eventually shatter the medieval concepts 
of nature and society and weaken Christianity. 
Modern Western thought was created by thinkers 
who refused to subordinate reason to Christian 
authority. Reason proved a double-edged sword: 
it both ennobled and undermined the medieval 
worldview. 
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Saint Anselm and Abelard 


An early scholastic, Saint Anselm (1033-1109) 
was abbot of the Benedictine monastery of Le Bec 
in Normandy. He used rational argument to serve 
the interests of faith. Like Augustine before him 
and other thinkers who followed him, Anselm said 
that faith was a precondition for understanding. 
Without belief there could be no proper knowl- 
edge. He developed a philosophical proof for the 
existence of God. Anselm argued as follows: We 
can conceive of no being greater than God. But if 
God were to exist only in thought and not in ac- 
tuality, his greatness would be limited; he would 
be less than perfect. Hence, he exists. 

Anselm’s motive and method reveal something 
about the essence of medieval philosophy. He 
does not begin as a modern might: “If it can be 
proven that God exists, I will adopt the creed of 
Christianity; if not, I will either deny God’s ex- 
istence (atheism) or reserve judgment (agnosti- 
cism).” Rather, Anselm accepts God’s existence as 
an established fact because he believes what Holy 
Scripture says and what the church teaches. He 
then proceeds to employ logical argument to dem- 
onstrate that God can be known not only through 
faith, but also through reason. He would never 
use reason to subvert what he knows to be true by 
faith. This attitude would generally characterize 
later medieval thinkers, who also applied reason 
to faith. 

As a young teacher of theology at the Ca- 
thedral School of Notre Dame, Peter Abelard 
(1079-1142) acquired a reputation for brilliance 
and combativeness. His tragic affair with Héloise, 
whom he tutored and seduced, has become one of 
the great romances in Western literature. Abelard’s 
most determined opponent, Bernard of Clairvaux, 
accused him of using the method of dialectical 
argument to attack faith. To Bernard, a monk 
and mystic, subjecting revealed truth to critical 
analysis was fraught with danger. Hearkening to 
Bernard’s powerful voice, the church condemned 
Abelard and confined him to a monastery for the 
rest of his days. 

Abelard believed that it was important to ap- 
ply reason to faith and that careful and constant 
questioning led to wisdom. In Sic et Non (Yes and 
No), he took 150 theological issues and, by pre- 
senting passages from the Bible and the church 





Peter Abelard: The Synthesis 
of Reason and Faith 


In the cathedral school at Paris, Peter Abelard bril- 
liantly taught dialectics, a method of logical analy- 
sis, as applied to the Bible and the writings of early 
Christian thinkers. In his book Sic et Non (Yes and 
No), Abelard listed some 150 questions on which 
the early church authorities had taken differing po- 
sitions over the centuries. He suggested that these 
issues could be resolved by the careful application 
of the dialectical method to the language of the 
texts. 

Although he never intended to challenge the 
Christian faith, Abelard raised, with his criti- 
cal scrutiny, fears that the dialectical approach 
would undermine faith and foster heresy, and he 
was forced to quit his teaching post. Nevertheless, 
the new scholastic, rationalistic approach swept the 
schools of Europe. In the following reading, Abe- 
lard describes the critical use of rational methods 
in textual analysis. 


We must be careful not to be led astray by at- 
tributing views to the [Church] Fathers which 
they did not hold. This may happen if a wrong 
author’s name is given to a book or if a text is 
corrupt. For many works are falsely attributed 
to one of the Fathers to give them authority, 
and some passages even in the Bible are cor- 
rupt through the errors of copyists. .. . We must 
be equally careful to make sure that an opinion 
quoted from a Father was not withdrawn or cor- 
rected by him in the light of later and better 
knowledge. .. . Again the passage in question 
may not give the Father’s own opinion, but that 
of some other writer whom he is quoting.... 
We must also make a thorough inquiry when 
different decisions are given on the same mat- 
ter under canon [church] law. We must discover, 
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whether it is meant to grant an indulgence or 
exhort to some perfection. In this way we may 
clear up the apparent contradiction... . If the 
opinion is a definitive judgment, we must de- 
termine whether it is of general application or 
directed to a particular case. ... The when and 
why of the order must also be considered be- 
cause what is allowed at one time is often for- 
bidden at another, and what is often laid down 
as the strict letter of the law may be sometimes 
moderated by a dispensation. .. . 

Furthermore we customarily talk of things 
as they appear to our bodily senses and not 
as they are in actual fact. So judging by what 
we See We Say it is a Starry sky or it is not, and 
that the sun is hot or has no heat at all, when 
these things though variable in appearance are 
ever constant. Can we be surprised, then, that 
some matters have been stated by the Fathers 
as opinions rather than the truth? Then again 
many controversies would be quickly settled 
if we could be on our guard against a particu- 
lar word used in different senses by different 
AUTOS oan 

By collecting contrasting divergent opinions 
I hope to provoke young readers to push them- 
selves to the limit in the search for truth, so that 
their wits may be sharpened by their investiga- 
tion. It is by doubting that we come to investigate, 
and by investigating that we recognise the truth. 


Questions for Analysis 


1. Describe the methods of literary analysis pro- 
moted by Peter Abelard. 

2. Why did Abelard’s new method of textual 
analysis create so much controversy? 


Excerpted in David Ayerst and A. S. S. Fisher, eds. 
Records of Christianity, Vol. 2, Christendom (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1977), 196-197. 
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fathers, showed that there were conflicting opin- 
ions. He suggested that the divergent opinions of 
authorities could be reconciled through proper 
use of dialectics. But like Anselm before him, Abe- 
lard did not intend to refute traditional church 
doctrines. Reason would buttress, not weaken, the 
authority of faith. He wrote after his condemna- 
tion in 1141: “I will never be a philosopher, if this 
is to speak against St. Paul; I would not be an Ar- 
istotle if this were to separate me from Christ... . 
I have set my building on the cornerstone on 
which Christ has built his Church. ... I rest upon 
the rock that cannot be moved.” ! 


Saint Thomas Aquinas: The 
Synthesis of Faith and Reason 


The introduction into Latin Christendom of the 
major works of Aristotle created a dilemma for re- 
ligious authorities. Aristotle’s comprehensive phi- 
losophy of nature and man, a product of human 
reason alone, conflicted in many instances with 
essential Christian doctrine. Whereas Christianity 
taught that God created the universe at a specific 
point in time, Aristotle held that the universe was 
eternal. Nor did Aristotle believe in the personal 
immortality of the soul, another cardinal principle 
of Christianity. 

Some church officials feared that the dissemi- 
nation of Aristotle’s ideas and the use of Aris- 
totelian logic would endanger faith. At various 
times in the first half of the thirteenth century, 
they forbade teaching the scientific works of Ar- 
istotle at the University of Paris. But because the 
ban did not apply throughout Christendom and 
was not consistently enforced in Paris, Aristotle’s 
philosophy continued to be studied. Rejecting the 
position of conservatives, who insisted that phi- 
losophy would contaminate faith, Saint Thomas 
Aquinas (c. 1225-1274) upheld the value of 
human reason and natural knowledge. Aquinas 
taught at Paris and in Italy. His greatest work, 
Summa Theologica, is a systematic exposition of 
Christian thought and the crowning expression of 
the medieval attempt to integrate Aristotle with 
Christianity. 

Can the teachings of faith conflict with the 
evidence of reason? For Aquinas, the answer 
was emphatically no. Since both faith and reason 
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came from God, they were not in competition 
with each other but, properly understood, sup- 
ported each other and formed an organic unity. 
Consequently, reason should not be feared, for it 
was another avenue to God. Because there was an 
inherent agreement between true faith and cor- 
rect reason—they both ultimately stemmed from 
God—contradictions between them were only a 
misleading appearance. Although philosophy had 
not yet been able to resolve the dilemma, for God 
no such contradictions existed. In heaven, human 
beings would attain complete knowledge, as well 
as complete happiness. While on earth, however, 
they must allow faith to guide reason; they must 
not permit reason to oppose or undermine faith. 

Thus, in exalting God, Aquinas also paid hom- 
age to human intelligence, proclaimed the value 
of rational activity, and asserted the importance 
of physical reality discovered through human 
senses. Consequently, he prized the natural phi- 
losophy of Aristotle. Correctly used, Aristotelian 
thought would assist faith. Aquinas’s great effort 
was to synthesize Aristotélianism with the divine 
revelation of Christianity. That the two could be 
harmonized he had no doubt. He made use of 
Aristotelian categories in his five proofs of God’s 
existence. In his first proof, for example, Aquinas 
argued that a thing cannot move itself. What- 
ever is moved must be moved by something else, 
and that by something else again. “Therefore, it 
is necessary to arrive at a first mover, moved by 
no other; and this everyone understands to be 
God.” 

Aquinas upheld the value of reason. To love 
the intellect was to honor God and not to dimin- 
ish the truth of faith. He had confidence in the 
power of the rational mind to comprehend most 
of the truths of revelation, and he insisted that in 
nontheological questions about specific things in 
nature—those questions not affecting salvation— 
people should trust only reason and experience. 
Thus, Aquinas gave new importance to the em- 
pirical world and to scientific speculation and 
human knowledge. 

Traditionally medieval thinkers maintained 
that knowledge derived from the natural world 
was an obstacle to true knowledge. Aquinas al- 
tered this tradition by affirming the importance 
of knowledge of the social order and the physi- 
cal world. He gave human reason and worldly 


knowledge a new dignity. Thus, the City of Man 
was not merely a sinful place from which people 
tried to escape in order to enter God’s city; it was 
worthy of investigation and understanding. But 
Aquinas remained a medieval thinker, for he al- 
ways maintained that secular knowledge should 
be supervised and corrected by revealed truth, 
and he never questioned the truth of the medieval 
Christian view of the world and the individual. 


Science 


During the Early Middle Ages, few scientific 
works from the ancient world were available to 
Western Europeans. Scientific thought was at its 
lowest ebb since its origination more than a thou- 
sand years earlier in Greece. In contrast, both the 
Islamic and Byzantine civilizations preserved and, 
in some instances, added to the legacy of Greek 
science. In the High Middle Ages, however, many 
ancient texts were translated from Greek and Ara- 
bic into Latin and entered Latin Christendom for 
the first time. Spain, where Christian and Muslim 
civilizations met, was one of the two principal 
centers of translation. The other was Sicily, which 
had been controlled by Byzantium up to the last 
part of the ninth century and then by Islam until 
Christian Normans completed the conquest of the 
island by 1091. 

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a 
genuine scientific movement did occur. Impressed 
with the naturalistic and empirical approach of 
Aristotle, some medieval schoolmen spent time 
examining physical nature. Among them was the 
Dominican Albert the Great (Albertus Magnus, 
c. 1206-1280). Born in Germany, he studied at 
Padua and taught at the University of Paris, where 
Thomas Aquinas was his student. Albert devoted 
himself to editing and commenting on the vast 
body of Aristotle’s works. 

While retaining the Christian emphasis on God, 
revelation, the supernatural, and the afterlife, Al- 
bert (unlike many earlier Christian thinkers) con- 
sidered nature a valid field for investigation. In 
his writings on geology, chemistry, botany, and 
zoology, Albert, like Aristotle, displayed a respect 
for the concrete details of nature, utilizing them 
as empirical evidence. Albert stressed the value of 
knowledge derived from experience with nature, 





MILLEFLEURS TAPESTRY: Two MUSICIANS, SCHOOL 
OF THE LOIRE, FRANCE, C. 1500. The courtly love 
tradition, in which women were worshiped and 
untouchable, inspired poetry. Troubadours sang this 
poetry, which expressed a changing attitude toward 
women. By inviting poets to their courts and writing 
poetry themselves, noblewomen actively influenced 
the rituals and literature of courtly love. 


sought rational explanations for natural occur- 
rences, and held that theological debates should 
not stop scientific investigations. 

Other scholars in the scientific movement in- 
cluded Robert Grosseteste (c. 1175-1253), the 
chancellor of Oxford University. He insisted that 
mathematics was necessary in order to understand 
the physical world, and he carried out experiments 
on the refraction of light. Another Englishman, 
the monk and philosopher Roger Bacon (c. 1214- 
1294), foreshadowed the modern attitude of using 
science to gain mastery over nature. Bacon valued 
the study of mathematics and read Arabic works 
on the reflection and refraction of light. Among 
his achievements were experiments in optics and 
the observation that light travels much faster than 
sound. His description of the anatomy of the ver- 
tebrate eye and optic nerves was the finest of that 
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era, and he recommended dissecting the eyes of 
pigs and cows to obtain greater knowledge of the 
subject. 

Medieval scholars did not make the break- 
through to modern science. They retained the be- 
lief that the earth was at the center of the universe 
and that different sets of laws operated on earth 
and in the heavens. They did not invent analytic 
geometry or calculus or arrive at the concept of 
inertia—all crucial for modern science. Moreover, 
medieval science was never wholly removed from 
a theological setting. 

Medieval scholars and philosophers did, 
however, advance knowledge about optics, the 
tides, and mechanics. They saw the importance 
of mathematics for interpreting nature, and they 
performed some experiments. By translating and 
commenting on ancient Greek and Arabic works, 
medieval scholars provided future ages with ideas 
to reflect on and to surpass, a necessary precondi- 
tion for the emergence of modern science. Medi- 
eval thinkers also developed an anti-Aristotelian 
physics, which some historians of science believe 
influenced Galileo, the creator of modern me- 
chanics, more than two centuries later. 


Recovery of Roman Law 


During the Early Middle Ages, Western European 
law essentially consisted of Germanic customs, 
some of which had been put into writing. Some 
elements of Roman law endured as custom and 
practice, but the formal study of Roman law had 
disappeared. The late eleventh and twelfth cen- 
turies saw the revival of Roman law, particularly 
in Bologna, Italy. Irnerius lectured on the Corpus 
Juris Civilis, codified by Byzantine jurists in the 
sixth century, and made Bologna the leading cen- 
ter for the study of Roman law. Irnerius and his 
students employed the methods of organization 
and logical analysis that scholastic theologians 
used in studying philosophical texts. 

Unlike traditional Germanic law, which was es- 
sentially tribal and parochial, Roman law assumed 
the existence of universal principles that could be 
grasped by the human intellect and expressed in 
the law of the state. Roman jurists had systemati- 
cally and rationally structured the legal experience 
of the Roman people. The example of Roman law 
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stimulated medieval jurists to organize their own 
legal tradition. Intellectuals increasingly came to 
insist on both a rational analysis of evidence and 
judicial decisions based on rational procedures. 
Law codes compiled in parts of France and Ger- 
many and in the kingdom of Castile were influ- 
enced by the recovery of Roman law. 


LITERATURE 


Medieval literature was written both in Latin and 
in the vernacular. Much of medieval Latin lit- 
erature consisted of religious hymns and dramas 
depicting the life of Christ and saints. In their na- 
tive tongues, medieval writers created different 
forms of poetry: chansons de geste, the roman, 
and troubadour songs, which emerged during the 
High Middle Ages. 

The French chansons de geste—epic poems of 
heroic deeds that had first been told orally—were 
written in the vernacular of northern France. These 
poems dealt with Charlemagne’s battles against 
the Muslims, with rebellious nobles, and with 
feudal warfare. The finest of these epic poems, 
The Song of Roland, expressed the feudal ethic— 
loyalty to one’s lord and devotion to Christianity 
were the highest virtues and treachery an unpar- 
donable crime. Roland, Charlemagne’s nephew 
who was killed in a battle with the Muslims, is 
idolized as the brave Christian knight who battles 
God’s enemies. He is a warrior of heroic propor- 
tions and great physical prowess, who is loyal to 
God, the King, and his knightly entourage. The 
Nibelungenlied, the best expression of the heroic 
epic in Germany, is often called “the Iliad of the 
Germans.” Like its French counterpart, it dealt 
with heroic feats. 

The roman—a blending of old legends, chival- 
ric ideals, and Christian concepts—combined love 
with adventure, war, and the miraculous. Among 
the romans were the tales of King Arthur and his 
Round Table. Circulating by word of mouth for 
centuries, these tales spread from the British Isles 
to France and Germany. In the twelfth century, 
they were put into French verse. 

Another form of medieval poetry, which flour- 
ished particularly in Provence, in southern France, 
dealt with the romantic glorification of women. 
Sung by troubadours, many of them nobles, the 


THE TRIUMPH OF ST. THOMAS AQUINAS: WALL PAINTING, THE SPANISH CHAPEL, 
CHURCH OF SANTA MARIA NOVELLA, FLORENCE, FOURTEENTH CENTURY. In a 
church built by his fellow Dominican friars, the saint, theologian, and philosopher 
Thomas Aquinas sits enthroned expounding Christian theology illustrated by the 
principles of Aristotle. This painting is by Taddeo Gaddi, a pupil of the master 
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courtly love poetry expressed a changing attitude 
toward women. Although medieval men gener- 
ally regarded women as inferior and subordinate, 
courtly love poetry ascribed to noble ladies supe- 
rior qualities of virtue. To the nobleman, the lady 
became a goddess worthy of all devotion, loyalty, 
and worship. He would honor her and serve her 
as he did his lord; for her love he would undergo 
any sacrifice. 

Noblewomen actively influenced the rituals 
and literature of courtly love. They often invited 
poets to their courts and wrote poetry themselves. 
They demanded that knights treat them with gen- 
tleness and consideration and that knights dress 
neatly, bathe often, play instruments, and com- 
pose (or at least recite) poetry. To prove worthy 
of his lady’s love, a knight had to demonstrate 
patience, charm, bravery, and loyalty. By devoting 
himself to a lady, it was believed, a knight would 
ennoble his character. 

Courtly love did not involve a husband—wife 
relationship but rather a noble’s admiration of 
and yearning for another woman of his class. 
Among nobles, marriages were arranged for polit- 
ical and economic reasons. The rituals of courtly 
love expanded the skills and refined the tastes of 
the noble. The rough warrior acquired wit, man- 
ners, charm, and skill with words. He was becom- 
ing a courtier and a gentleman. 

The greatest literary figure of the Middle Ages 
was Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) of Florence. 
Dante appreciated the Roman classics and wrote 
not just in Latin, the traditional language of intel- 
lectual life, but in Italian, his native tongue. In this 
respect, he anticipated the Renaissance (see Chap- 
ter 8). In the tradition of the troubadours, Dante 
wrote poems to his beloved Beatrice. 

In The Divine Comedy, Dante synthesized the 
various elements of the medieval outlook and 
summed up, with immense feeling, the medieval 
understanding of the purpose of life. Written 
while Dante was in exile, The Divine Comedy 
describes the poet’s journey through hell, purga- 
tory, and paradise. Dante arranges hell into nine 
concentric circles; in each region, sinners are pun- 
ished in proportion to their earthly sins. The poet 
experiences all of hell’s torments—burning sand, 
violent storms, darkness, and fearful monsters 
that whip, claw, bite, and tear sinners apart. The 
ninth circle, the lowest, is reserved for Lucifer and 
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traitors. Lucifer has three faces, each a different 
color, and two batlike wings. In each mouth he 
gnaws on one of the greatest traitors in history: 
Judas Iscariot, who betrayed Jesus, and Brutus 
and Cassius, who assassinated Caesar. Those con- 
demned to hell are told: “All hope abandon, ye 
who enter in.” In purgatory, Dante meets sinners 
who, although they undergo punishment, will 
eventually enter paradise. In paradise, an abode 
of light, music, and gentleness, the poet, guided 
by Beatrice, meets the great saints and the Virgin 
Mary. For an instant, he glimpses the Vision of 
God. In this mystical experience, the aim of life 
is realized. 

Another masterpiece of the Middle Ages is The 
Canterbury Tales of Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1340- 
1400), written in the vernacular. Chaucer chose 
as his theme twenty-nine pilgrims en route from 
London to the religious shrine at Canterbury. In 
describing the pilgrims, Chaucer displayed humor, 
charm, an understanding of human nature, and a 
superb grasp of the attitudes of the English. Few 
writers have pictured their times better. 


ARCHITECTURE 


Two styles of architecture evolved during the 
Middle Ages: Romanesque and Gothic. The Ro- 
manesque style dominated the eleventh century 
and the greater part of the twelfth. In imitation of 
ancient Roman structures, Romanesque buildings 
had massive walls that supported stone barrel- 
and-groin vaults with rounded arches. The thick 
walls were needed to hold up the great weight of 
the roofs. The walls left few spaces for windows, 
and so little light entered the interior. However, 
the development of the pointed arch permitted 
supports that lessened the bearing pressure of the 
roof on the walls. This new style, called Gothic, 
allowed buildings to have lofty, vaulted ceilings 
and huge windows, which permitted sunlight to 
flood the interiors. The Romanesque building pro- 
duced an impression of massive solidity; Gothic 
buildings created an illusion of lightness and soar- 
ing energy and an upward reach to the heavens. 
The magnificently designed stained-glass 
windows and complex sculptural decoration of 
Gothic cathedrals depicted scenes from the Bible 
and the lives of saints—as well as scenes from 
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daily life—for the worshipers, many of whom 
were illiterate. The reduction of wall space, 
which allowed these massive glass illustrations, 
was made possible by the flying buttresses on the 
buildings’ exteriors. These great arcs of masonry 
carry the weight and thrust of the stone vaults 
out to the exterior walls. 

The Gothic style was to remain vigorous until 
the fifteenth century, spreading from France to 
England, Germany, Spain, and beyond. Revived 
from time to time thereafter, it has proved to be 
one of the most enduring styles in Western art and 
architecture. 


THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY: 
AN AGE OF ADVERSITY 


By the fourteenth century, Latin Christendom had 
experienced more than 250 years of growth. On 
the economic level, agricultural production had 
expanded, commerce and town life had revived, 
and the population had increased. On the politi- 
cal level, kings had become more powerful, bring- 
ing greater order and security to large areas. On 
the religious level, the papacy had demonstrated 
its strength as the spiritual leader of Christendom, 
and the clergy had been reformed. On the cultural 
level, a unified worldview, blending faith and rea- 
son, had been forged. 

During the Late Middle Ages (roughly the 
fourteenth century), however, Latin Christendom 
was afflicted with severe problems. The earlier in- 
creases in agricultural production did not continue. 
Limited use of fertilizers and limited knowledge of 
conservation exhausted the topsoil. From 1301 to 
1314, there was a general shortage of food, and 
from 1315 to 1317, famine struck Europe. People 
subsisted by scavenging. On roads and in villages, 
the deceased and those dying of starvation re- 
mained unattended. Throughout the century, star- 
vation and malnutrition were widespread. 

Adding to the economic crisis was the Black 
Death, or bubonic plague, a bacillus carried by 
fleas on black rats. The disease probably first 
struck Mongolia in 1331-1332, and from there 
it crossed into Russia. Carried back from Black 
Sea ports, the plague reached Sicily in 1347 and 
then spread swiftly throughout much of Europe 
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THE ROMANESQUE NAVE OF THE CATHEDRAL OF 
St. SERNIN, ToULOUSE. The nave is covered by a 
stone barrel vault, replacing earlier wooden roofs, 
which were susceptible to fire. The columns, thick 
walls, and small windows were required structurally 
to bear the great weight of the roof vaulting. Little 
light penetrated the interior. 


through human contact. Some historians contend 
that the Black Death may have consisted of two 
diseases, the bubonic plague and anthrax, which 
was transmitted by eating meat from diseased 
cattle. The first onslaught lasted until 1351, and 
other serious outbreaks occurred in later decades. 
The crowded cities and towns, where sewage 
made rats more fecund, had the highest mortality 
rate, as much as 60 percent. Perhaps twenty mil- 
lion people—about one-quarter to one-third of 
the European population—perished in the worst 
disaster in recorded history caused by natural 
forces. Contemporaries viewed the plague as di- 
vine punishment for humanity’s sins. 
Overwhelmed by terror, people abandoned their 
sick children, spouses, and parents. Panic-stricken 
people drifted into debauchery, lawlessness, and 
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THE GOTHIC NAVE AND CHOIR OF NOTRE DAME 
CATHEDRAL, PARIS, TWELFTH CENTURY. The Gothic 
nave is wider than the Romanesque nave because 
pointed arches can bridge a wider space and carry 
a roof with less heavy vaulting. The walls are raised 
higher, are thinner, and are punctured with larger 
open spaces for windows than were possible in 
Romanesque buildings. The weight of the roof and 
walls is born by “flying buttresses,” stone arched 
supports external to the walls. 


frenzied forms of religious life. Confidence in 
the church declined as many priests fled, depriv- 
ing the sick of spiritual comfort and the dying of 
last rites. Organized bands of flagellants marched 
from region to region, beating themselves and 
each other with sticks and whips in a desperate ef- 
fort to appease God, who they believed had cursed 
them with the plague. Expressing the pervasive 
gloom and pessimism of these times, art concen- 
trated on morbid scenes of decaying flesh, open 
graves laden with worm-eaten corpses—even the 
Madonna was represented as a corpse being eaten 
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by snakes and frogs—dances of death, and the 
torments of hell. Sometimes, this hysteria was di- 
rected against Jews, who were accused of causing 
the plague by poisoning wells. Terrible massacres 
of Jews, often by mass burnings, occurred despite 
the pleas of the papacy. 

The millions of deaths caused production of 
food and goods to plummet. However, depopula- 
tion was a boon for surviving artisans, who found 
opportunities and higher wages in depopulated 
towns desperate for skilled workers. A diminish- 
ing labor pool also benefited peasants, who were 
able to attain lighter burdens from strapped lords, 
and free peasants who toiled as day laborers de- 
manded higher wages The combination of lower 
agricultural prices and increasing wages hurt aris- 
tocratic landowners. As their agricultural income 
lessened, nobles tried to make peasants bear the 
brunt of the crisis. Economic and social tensions, 
some of them antedating the Black Death, esca- 
lated into rebellions. Each rebellion had its own 
specific causes, but a general pattern character- 
ized the uprisings in the countryside. When kings 
and lords, breaking with customary social rela- 
tionships, imposed new and onerous regulations, 
the peasants rose in defense of their traditional 
rights. 

In 1323, the lords’ attempt to reimpose old 
manorial obligations infuriated the free peas- 
ants of Flanders, whose condition had improved 
in earlier decades. The Peasants’ Revolt lasted 
five bloody years. In 1358, French peasants took 
up arms in protest against the plundering of the 
countryside by soldiers. Perhaps twenty thousand 
peasants died in the uprising known as the Jac- 
querie. In 1381, English peasants revolted, an- 
gered over legislation that tied them to the land 
and imposed new taxes. Like the revolts in Flan- 
ders and France, the uprising in England failed. To 
the landed aristocracy, the peasants were sinners 
attacking a social system ordained by God. Pos- 
sessing superior might, the nobility suppressed the 
peasants, sometimes with savage cruelty. 

Social unrest also afflicted towns. The wage 
earners of Florence (1378), the weavers of Ghent 
(1382), and the poor of Paris (1382) rose up 
against the ruling oligarchies. These revolts were 
generally initiated not by the poorest and most 
downtrodden but by those who had made some 
gains and were eager for more. The rebellions of 


the urban poor were crushed just like the peasant 
uprisings. 

Compounding the adversity was the series 
of conflicts known as the Hundred Years’ War 
(1337-1453). Because English kings ruled parts 
of France, conflicts between the two monarchies 
were common. In the opening phase of the war, 
the English inflicted terrible defeats on French 
knights at the battles of Crécy (1346) and Poitiers 
(1356). Using longbows, which allowed them to 
shoot arrows rapidly, English archers cut down 
wave after wave of charging French cavalry. The 
war continued on and off throughout the four- 
teenth century. During periods of truce, gangs of 
unemployed soldiers roamed the French country- 
side killing and stealing, actions that precipitated 
the Jacquerie, the peasant uprising. 

After the battle of Agincourt (1415), won by the 
English under Henry V, the English controlled most 
of northern France. It appeared that England would 
shortly conquer France and join the two lands 
under one crown. At this crucial moment in French 
history, a young, illiterate peasant girl, Joan of Arc 
(1412-1431), helped rescue France. Believing that 
God commanded her to drive the English out of 
France, Joan rallied the demoralized French troops, 
leading them in battle. In 1429, she liberated the be- 
sieged city of Orléans. Later she was captured and 
imprisoned by the English, and in 1431 she was con- 
demned as a heretic and a witch by a handpicked 
church court and was burned at the stake. Inspired 
by Joan’s death, the French drove the English from 
all French territory except the port of Calais. 

During the Hundred Years’ War, French kings 
introduced new taxes, which added substantially 
to their incomes. These monies furnished them 
with the means to organize a professional army of 
well-paid and loyal troops. By evoking a sense of 
pride and oneness in the French people, the war 
also contributed to a growing, but still incomplete, 
national unity. The English, too, emerged from the 
war with a greater sense of solidarity, and Parlia- 
ment, because it had to finance the war, gained 
in stature. However, the war had horrendous con- 
sequences for the French peasants. Thousands of 
farmers were killed, and valuable farmland was 
destroyed by English armies and marauding bands 
of mercenaries. In a portentous development, the 
later stages of the Hundred Years’ War saw the use 
of gunpowder and heavy artillery. 
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THE DECLINE OF THE PAPACY 


The principal sign of the decline of medieval civi- 
lization in the Late Middle Ages was the waning 
authority and prestige of the papacy. In the High 
Middle Ages, the papacy had been the dominant 
institution in Christendom, but in the Late Mid- 
dle Ages, its power weakened. The medieval ideal 
of a unified Christian commonwealth guided by 
the papacy was shattered. Papal authority de- 
clined in the face of the growing power of kings, 
who championed the parochial interests of states. 
As the pope became more embroiled in European 
politics, papal prestige and the pope’s capacity to 
command diminished. Many pious Christians felt 
that the pope was behaving more like a secular 
ruler than like an Apostle of Christ. Political theo- 
rists and church reformers further undermined 
papal authority. 


Conflict with France 


Philip IV of France (1285-1314) taxed the church 
in his land to raise revenue for war. In doing so, 
he disregarded the church prohibition against the 
taxing of its property without papal permission. 
In 1296, in the bull Clericis Laicos, Pope Boniface 
VII (1294-1303) decreed that kings and lords 
who imposed taxes on the clergy and the clergy 
who paid them would be excommunicated. Far 
from bowing to the pope’s threat, Philip acted 
forcefully to assert his authority over the church 
in his kingdom. Boniface backed down from his 
position, declaring that the French king could tax 
the clergy in times of national emergency. Thus, 
the matter was resolved to the advantage of the 
state. 

A second dispute had more disastrous conse- 
quences for Boniface. Philip tried and imprisoned 
a French bishop despite Boniface’s warning that 
this was an illegal act and a violation of church 
law and tradition, which held that the church, 
not the state, must judge the clergy. Philip sum- 
moned the first meeting of the Estates General to 
gain the backing of the nation. Shortly afterward, 
Boniface threatened to excommunicate Philip. 
The outraged monarch raided the papal summer 
palace at Anagni in September 1303 and captured 
the pope. Although Boniface was released, this 
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shocking event proved too much for him, and a 
month later he died. 

Boniface’s two successors, Benedict XI (1303- 
1304) and Clement V (1305-1314), tried to con- 
ciliate Philip. In particular, Clement decided to 
remain at Avignon, a town on the southeastern 
French frontier, where he had set up a temporary 
residence. 

From 1309 to 1377, a period known as the 
Babylonian Captivity, the popes were all French 
and resided in Avignon, not Rome. During this 
time, the papacy, removed from Rome and de- 
prived of revenues from the Papal States in Italy, 
was often forced to pursue policies favorable to 
France. The growing antipapalism among the laity 
further damaged the papal image. Laypeople were 
repelled by the luxurious style of living at Avignon 


and by the appointment of high churchmen to 
lands where they did not know the language and 
showed little concern for the local population. 
Criticism of the papacy increased. The conflict 
between Boniface and Philip provoked a battle of 
words between proponents of papal supremacy 
and defenders of royal rights. 

The most important critique of clerical intru- 
sion into worldly affairs was The Defender of 
the Peace (1324) by Marsiglio of Padua (c. 1290- 
c. 1343). Marsiglio held that the state ran according 
to its own principles, which had nothing to do with 
religious commands originating in a higher realm. 
Religion dealt with a supranatural world and with 
principles of faith that could not be proved by rea- 
son, wrote Marsiglio. Politics, on the other hand, 
dealt with the natural world and the affairs of the 


human community. Political thinkers should not 
try to make the earthly realm conform to articles of 
faith. For Marsiglio, the state was self-sufficient; 
it needed no instruction from a higher authority. 
Thus, Marsiglio denied the essential premises of 
medieval papal political theory: that the pope, as 
God’s vicar, was empowered to guide kings; that 
the state, as part of a divinely ordered world, must 
conform to and fulfill supranatural ends; and that 
the clergy were above the laws of the state. Mar- 
siglio viewed the church as a spiritual institution 
with no temporal power. Marsiglio’s concept of an 
autonomous state that did not answer to clerical 
authority anticipated modern political thought. 


The Great Schism and 
the Conciliar Movement 


Pope Gregory XI returned the papacy to Rome 
in 1377, ending the Babylonian Captivity. But 
the papacy was to endure an even greater humili- 
ation: the Great Schism. Elected pope in 1378, 
Urban VI abused and imprisoned a number of car- 
dinals. Fleeing from Rome, the cardinals declared 
that the election of Urban had been invalid and 
elected Clement VII as the new pope. Refusing to 
step down, Urban excommunicated Clement, who 
responded in kind. To the utter confusion and 
anguish of Christians throughout Europe, there 
were now two popes: Urban ruling from Rome 
and Clement from Avignon. 

Prominent churchmen urged the convening of 
a general council—the Council of Pisa—to end 
the disgraceful schism, which obstructed the pa- 
pacy from performing its sacred duties. Held in 
1409 and attended by hundreds of churchmen, 
the Council of Pisa deposed both Urban and 
Clement and elected a new pope. Neither deposed 
pope recognized the council’s decision, so Chris- 
tendom then had three popes. A new council was 
called at Constance in 1414. In the struggle that 
ensued, each of the three popes either abdicated 
or was deposed in favor of an appointment by the 
council. In 1417, the Great Schism ended. 

During the first half of the fifteenth century, 
church councils met at Pisa (1409), Constance 
(1414-1418), and Basel (1431-1449) in order to 
end schism, combat heresy, and reform the church. 
The Conciliar Movement attempted to transform 


The Decline of the Papacy # 173 


the papal monarchy into a constitutional system, 
in which the pope’s power would be regulated by 
a general council. Supporters of the movement 
held that the papacy could not reform the church 
as effectively as a general council representing the 
clergy. But the Conciliar Movement ended in fail- 
ure. As the Holy Roman Emperor and then the 
French monarch withdrew support from the coun- 
cils, the papacy regained its authority over the 
higher clergy. In 1460, Pope Pius II condemned the 
Conciliar Movement as heretical. 

Deeply embroiled in European power politics, 
the papacy often neglected its spiritual and moral 
responsibilities. Many devout Christians longed 
for a religious renewal, a return to simple piety. 
The papacy barely heard this cry for reform. Its 
failure to provide creative leadership for reform 
made possible the Protestant Reformation of the 
sixteenth century. By splitting Christendom into 
Catholic and Protestant, the Reformation de- 
stroyed forever the vision of a Christian world 
commonwealth guided by Christ’s vicar, the pope. 


Fourteenth-Century Heresies 


Another threat to papal power and to the medi- 
eval ideal of a universal Christian community 
guided by the church came from radical reformers 
who questioned the function and authority of the 
entire church hierarchy. These heretics in the Late 
Middle Ages were forerunners of the Protestant 
Reformation. 

The two principal dissenters were the Eng- 
lishman John Wycliffe (c. 1320-1384) and the 
Bohemian (Czech) Jan Hus (c. 1369-1415). By 
stressing a personal relationship between the in- 
dividual and God and by claiming that the Bible 
itself, rather than church teachings, was the ulti- 
mate Christian authority, Wycliffe challenged the 
fundamental position of the medieval church: that 
the avenue to salvation passed through the church 
alone. He denounced the wealth of the higher 
clergy and sought a return to the spiritual purity 
and material poverty of the early church. 

To Wycliffe, the wealthy, elaborately organized 
hierarchy of the church was unnecessary and 
wrong. The splendidly dressed and propertied bish- 
ops had no resemblance to the simple people who 
first followed Christ. Indeed, these worldly bishops, 
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headed by a princely and tyrannical pope, were re- 
ally anti-Christians, the “fiends of Hell.” Wycliffe 
wanted the state to confiscate church property 
and the clergy to embrace poverty. By denying 
that priests changed the bread and wine of com- 
munion into the substance of the body and blood 
of Christ, Wycliffe rejected the sacramental power 
of the clergy. The church, in response, deprived 
the Lollards—an order of poor priests that spread 
Wycliffe’s teachings—of their priestly functions. 

Wycliffe’s ideas were enthusiastically received 
by Czech reformers in Bohemia led by Jan Hus. 
Like Wycliffe, Hus advocated vernacular transla- 
tions of the Bible, which would be accessible to 
common people, and upbraided the upper clergy 
for their luxury and immorality. 

Although both movements were declared heret- 
ical and some of Wycliffe’s followers and Hus were 
burned at the stake, the church could not crush the 
dissenters’ followers or eradicate their teachings. 
To some extent, the doctrines of the Reformation 
would parallel the teachings of Wycliffe and Hus. 


BREAKUP OF THE 
THOMISTIC SYNTHESIS 


In the Late Middle Ages, the papacy lost power 
as kings, political theorists, and religious dissent- 
ers challenged papal claims to supreme leader- 
ship. The great theological synthesis constructed 
by the scholastic theologians of the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries was also breaking down. The 
process of fragmentation seen in the history of the 
church took place in philosophy as well. 

Thomas Aquinas’ system was the culmination 
of the scholastic attempt to show the basic agree- 
ment of philosophy and religion. In the fourteenth 
century, a number of thinkers cast doubt on the 
possibility of synthesizing Aristotelianism and 
Christianity, that is, reason and faith. Denying 
that reason could demonstrate the truth of Chris- 
tian doctrines with certainty, philosophers tried to 
separate reason from faith. Whereas Aquinas had 
said that reason proved or clarified much of rev- 
elation, fourteenth-century thinkers asserted that 
the basic propositions of Christianity were not 
open to rational proof. Whereas Aquinas had held 
that faith supplemented and perfected reason, 
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some philosophers were now proclaiming that 
reason often contradicted faith. 

To be sure, this new outlook did not urge 
abandoning faith in favor of reason. Faith had to 
prevail in any conflict with reason because faith 
rested on God, the highest authority in the uni- 
verse. But the relationship between reason and 
revelation was altered. Articles of faith, it was now 
held, had nothing to do with reason; they were to 
be believed, not proved. Reason was not an aid 
to theology but a separate sphere of activity. This 
new attitude snapped the link between reason and 
faith that Aquinas had so skillfully forged. The 
scholastic synthesis was disintegrating. 

The chief proponent of this new outlook was 
William of Ockham (c. 1285-1349). In contrast to 
Aquinas, Ockham insisted that natural reason could 
not prove God’s existence, the soul’s immortality, or 
any other essential Christian doctrine. Reason could 
say only that God probably exists and that he prob- 
ably endowed human beings with an immortal soul; 
it could not prove these propositions with certainty. 
The tenets of faith were beyond the reach of reason, 
said Ockham; there was no rational foundation to 
Christianity. For Ockham, reason and faith did not 
necessarily complement each other as they did for 
Aquinas; it was neither possible nor helpful to join 
reason to faith. He did not, however, seek to under- 
mine faith—only to disengage it from reason. 

In the process of proclaiming the authority of 
faith, Ockham also furthered the use of reason to 
comprehend nature. Ockham’s approach, sepa- 
rating natural knowledge from religious dogma, 
made it easier to explore the natural world em- 
pirically, without fitting it into a religious frame- 
work. Ockham thus is a forerunner of the modern 
mentality, which is characterized by the separa- 
tion of reason from religion and by an interest in 
the empirical investigation of nature. 


THE MIDDLE AGES AND THE 
MODERN WORLD: CONTINUITY 
AND DISCONTINUITY 

Medieval civilization began to decline in the four- 


teenth century, but no era of cultural stagnation, 
economic collapse, and social transformation 
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comparable to the three centuries following 
Rome’s fall descended on Europe; its economic 
and political institutions and technological skills 
had grown too strong. Instead, the waning of the 
Middle Ages opened up possibilities for another 
stage in Western civilization: the modern age. 

The modern world is linked to the Middle 
Ages in innumerable ways. European cities, the 
middle class, the state system, English common 
law, universities—all had their origins in the 
Middle Ages. During medieval times, important 
advances were made in business practices, includ- 
ing partnerships, systematic bookkeeping, and the 
bill of exchange, which paved the way for modern 
banking. By translating and commenting on the 
writings of Greek and Arabic thinkers, medieval 
scholars preserved a priceless intellectual heritage, 
without which the modern mind could never have 
evolved. In addition, numerous strands connect 
the thought of the scholastics and that of early 
modern philosophers. 

Feudal traditions lasted long after the Middle 
Ages. Up until the French Revolution, for instance, 
French aristocrats enjoyed special privileges and ex- 
ercised power over local government. In England, 
the aristocracy controlled local government until the 
Industrial Revolution transformed English society in 
the nineteenth century. Retaining the medieval ideal 
of the noble warrior, aristocrats continued to domi- 
nate the officer corps of European armies through 
the nineteenth century and even into the twentieth. 
Aristocratic notions of duty, honor, loyalty, and 
courtly love have endured into our own day. 

During the Middle Ages, Europeans began to 
take the lead over the Muslims, the Byzantines, 
the Chinese, and all other peoples in the use of 
technology. Medieval technology and inventive- 
ness stemmed in part from Christianity, which 
taught that God had created the world specifi- 
cally for human beings to subdue and exploit. 
Consequently, medieval people tried to employ 
animal power and laborsaving machinery to re- 
lieve human drudgery. Moreover, Christianity 
taught that God was above nature, not within 
it, so Christians faced no spiritual obstacle to 
exploiting nature—unlike, for instance, the 
Hindus. In contrast to classical humanism, the 
Christian outlook did not consider manual 
work degrading; even monks combined it with 
study. 
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The Christian stress on the sacred worth of the 
individual (each person had an immortal soul that 
was God’s concern), on human equality (differ- 
ences in rank and birth were of no account to God 
on Judgment Day), and on the higher law of God 
(divine precepts had a greater pull on conscience 
than did the state’s laws) has never ceased to in- 
fluence Western civilization. Even though in mod- 
ern times the various Christian churches have not 
often taken the lead in political and social reform, 
the ideals identified with the Judeo-Christian 
tradition have become part of the Western heri- 
tage. As such, they have inspired social reformers 
who may no longer identify with their ancestral 
religion. 

Believing that God’s Law was superior to state 
or national decrees, medieval philosophers pro- 
vided a theoretical basis for opposing tyrannical 
kings who violated Christian principles. The idea 
that both the ruler and the ruled are bound by 
a higher law would, in a secularized form, become 
a principal element of modern liberal thought. 

Feudalism also contributed to the history of 
liberty. According to feudal custom, the king, as 
a member of the feudal community, was duty- 
bound to honor agreements made with his vassals. 
Lords possessed personal rights, which the king 
was obliged to respect. Resentful of a king who 
ran roughshod over customary feudal rights, lords 
also negotiated contracts with the crown, such 
as the famous Magna Carta, to define and guard 
their customary liberties. To protect themselves 
from the arbitrary behavior of a king, feudal lords 
initiated what came to be called government by 
consent and the rule of law. 

During the Middle Ages, then, there gradually 
emerged the idea that law was not imposed on in- 
feriors by an absolute monarch but required the 
collaboration of the king and his subjects; that 
the king, too, was bound by the law; and that 
lords had the right to resist a monarch who vio- 
lated agreements. A related phenomenon was the 
rise of representative institutions, with which 
the king was expected to consult on the realm’s 
affairs. The most notable such institution was 
the British Parliament; although subordinate 
to the king, it became a permanent part of the 
state. Later, in the seventeenth century, Parlia- 
ment would successfully challenge royal author- 
ity. Thus, continuity exists between the feudal 
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tradition of a king bound by law and the modern 
practice of limiting the authority of the head of 
state. 

Although the elements of continuity are 
clear, the characteristic outlook of the Middle 
Ages is as different from that of the modern 
age as it was from the outlook of the ancient 
world. Religion—which often expressed a dis- 
dain for earthly pursuits and a preoccupation 
with the world to come—was the integrating 
feature of the Middle Ages, whereas science and 
secularism—a preoccupation with worldly life— 
determine the modern outlook. The period from 
the Italian Renaissance of the fifteenth century 
through the eighteenth-century Age of Enlighten- 
ment constituted a gradual breaking away from 
the medieval worldview: a rejection of the me- 
dieval conception of nature, the individual, and 
the purpose of life. The transition from medieval 
to modern was neither sudden nor complete, for 
there are no sharp demarcation lines separat- 
ing historical periods. While many distinctively 
medieval ways endured into the sixteenth, sev- 
enteenth, and even eighteenth centuries, these 
centuries saw as well the rise of new intellectual, 
political, and economic forms that marked the 
emergence of modernity. 

Medieval thought began with the existence 
of God and the truth of his revelation as inter- 
preted by the church, which set the standards and 
defined the purposes for human endeavor. The 
medieval mind rejected the fundamental principle 
of Greek philosophy: the autonomy of reason. 
Without the guidance of revealed truth, reason 
was seen as feeble. Philosophical inquiry was per- 
missible only if the mind arrived at clerically ap- 
proved conclusions. 

Scholastics engaged in genuine philosophi- 
cal speculation, but they did not allow philoso- 
phy to challenge the basic premises of their faith. 
Unlike either ancient or modern thinkers, medi- 
eval schoolmen ultimately believed that reason 
alone could not provide a unified view of nature 
or society. A rational soul had to be guided by 
a divine light. To understand the natural world 
properly, it was necessary to know its relationship 
to the higher world. The discoveries of reason 
had to accord with Scripture as interpreted by the 
church. In medieval thought, says the historian- 
philosopher Ernst Cassirer, 
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neither science nor morality, neither law nor 
state, can be erected on its own foundations. 
Supernatural assistance is always needed to 
bring them to true perfection. .. . Reason is 
and remains the servant of revelation; within 
the sphere of natural intellectual and psycho- 
logical forces, reason leads toward, and pre- 
pares the ground for, revelation.’ 


In the modern view, both nature and the 
human intellect are self-sufficient. Nature is a 
mathematical system that operates without mir- 
acles or any other form of divine intervention. 
To comprehend nature and society, the mind 
needs no divine assistance; it accepts no author- 
ity above reason. The modern mentality finds it 
unacceptable to reject the conclusions of science 
on the basis of clerical authority and revelation 
or to ground politics, law, or economics on reli- 
gious dogma. It refuses to settle public issues by 
appeals to religious belief, which is now seen as a 
strictly private concern. 

Rejecting the medieval division of the universe 
into higher and lower realms and superior and 
inferior substances, the modern view postulates 
the uniformity of nature and of nature’s laws: 
the cosmos knows no privilege of rank; heavenly 
bodies follow the same laws of nature as earthly 
objects. Space is geometric and homogeneous, not 
hierarchical, heterogeneous, and qualitative. The 
universe is no longer conceived of as finite and 
closed but is seen as infinite, and its operations 
are explained mathematically. The modern thinker 
studies mathematical law and chemical composi- 
tion, not grades of perfection. Spiritual meaning 
is not sought in an examination of the material 
world. Roger Bacon, for example, described seven 
coverings of the eye and then concluded that God 
had fashioned the eye in this manner in order to 
express the seven gifts of the Spirit. This way of 
thinking is alien to the modern outlook. So, too, is 
the medieval belief that natural disasters, such as 
plagues and famines, are God’s punishments for 
people’s sins. 

The outlook of the modern West also broke 
with the rigid division of medieval society into 
three orders: clergy, nobles, and commoners. 
The intellectual justification for this arrange- 
ment, as expressed by the English prelate John 
of Salisbury (c. 1115-1180), has been rejected 
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by modern Westerners: “For inferiors owe it to 
their superiors to provide them with service, just 
as the superiors in their turn owe it to their infe- 
riors to provide them with all things needful for 
their protection and succor.”* Opposing the feu- 
dal principle that an individual’s obligations and 
rights are a function of his or her rank in society, 
the modern view stresses equality of opportu- 
nity and equal treatment under the law. It rejects 
the idea that society should be guided by clergy, 
who are deemed to possess a special wisdom; by 
nobles, who are entitled to special privileges; and 
by monarchs, who are thought to receive their 
power from God. 

The modern West has also rejected the per- 
sonal and customary character of feudal law. As 
the modern state developed, law assumed an im- 
personal and objective character. For example, if 
a lord demanded more than the customary forty 
days of military service, a vassal might refuse to 


comply because he would see the lord’s request as 
an unpardonable violation of custom and agree- 
ment, as well as an infringement on his liberties. 
In the modern state, with a constitution and a 
representative assembly, if a new law increasing 
the length of military service is passed, it merely 
replaces the old law. People do not refuse to obey 
it because the government has broken faith or 
violated custom. 

In the modern world, the individual’s rela- 
tionship to the universe has been radically trans- 
formed. Medieval people lived in a geocentric 
universe that was finite in space and time. The 
universe was small, enclosed by a sphere of stars, 
beyond which were the heavens. The universe, it 
was believed, was some four thousand years old, 
and, in the not-too-distant future, Christ would 
return and human history would end. People in 
the Middle Ages knew why they were on earth 
and what was expected of them; they never 
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doubted that heaven would be their reward for 
living a Christian life. Preparation for heaven was 
the ultimate aim of life. 

This comforting medieval vision is alien to the 
modern outlook. Today, in a universe more than 
thirteen billion years old, in which the earth is a 
tiny speck floating in an endless cosmic ocean, 
where life evolved over tens of millions of years, 
many Westerners no longer believe that human 
beings are special children of God; that heaven 
is their ultimate goal; that under their feet is hell, 
where grotesque demons torment sinners; and 
that God is an active agent in human history. To 
many intellectuals, the universe seems unrespon- 
sive to people’s religious supplications, and life’s 
purpose is sought within the limits of earthly ex- 
istence. Science and secularism have driven Chris- 
tianity and faith from their central position to the 
periphery of human concerns. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
Christian thinkers lamented the waning of faith. 
Distressed by all-consuming secularism, crude 
materialism, and vicious class and national an- 
tagonisms, these thinkers attributed the ills of the 
modern West to a diminishing commitment to 
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Christianity and called for spiritual renewal. Some 
of them, looking back nostalgically to the Middle 
Ages when life had an overriding religious purpose 
and few doubted the truth of Christian teachings, 
contended that the modern West would benefit 
from a reaffirmation of those Christian concerns 
and values that had energized medieval society. 

The modern outlook developed gradually in 
the period from the Renaissance to the eighteenth- 
century Age of Enlightenment. Mathematics ren- 
dered the universe comprehensible. Economic and 
political thought broke free of the religious frame 
of reference. Science became the great hope of the 
future. The thinkers of the Enlightenment wanted 
to liberate humanity from superstition, ignorance, 
and traditions that could not pass the test of rea- 
son. They saw themselves as emancipating culture 
from theological dogma and clerical authority. 
Rejecting the Christian idea of a person’s inher- 
ent sinfulness, they held that the individual was 
basically good and that evil resulted from faulty 
institutions, poor education, and bad leadership. 
Thus, the concept of a rational and free society 
in which individuals could realize their potential 
slowly emerged. 
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Politics and Society 


Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453) 


War of Roses in England (1455-1485) 

Rule of Ferdinand and Isabella in Spain 
(1469-1516) 

Charles VIII of France (1483-1498) 

Henry VII, beginning of Tudor dynasty 
in England (1485-1509) 

Columbus reaches America (1492) 


Henry VIII of England (1509-1547) 

Francis I of France (1515-1547) 

Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor 
(1519-1556) 

Henry VIII of England breaks with 
Rome (1529-1536) 

Council of Trent (1545-1563) 

Peace of Augsburg in Germany (1555) 

Philip II of Spain (1556-1598) 

Elizabeth I of England (1558-1603) 

Religious wars in France (1562-1598) 

Revolt of the Netherlands from Spain 
(1566-1609) 

Defeat of Spanish Armada (1588) 


Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) 

English Revolution (1640-1660, 
1688-1689) 

Louis XIV of France (1643-1715) 

Peter the Great of Russia (1682-1725) 


War of Spanish Succession (1702-1714) 

War of Austrian Succession (1740-1748) 

Frederick the Great of Prussia 
(1740-1786) 

Maria Theresa of Austria (1740-1780) 

Seven Years’ War (1756-1763) 

American Declaration of Independence 
(1776) 

American Revolution (1776-1783) 

Beginning of French Revolution (1789) 


Thought and Culture 


Italian Renaissance begins (c. 1350) 


Early Renaissance artists and architects: 
Brunelleschi, Masaccio, van Eyck 
Printing with movable type (c. 1450) 
Humanists: Valla, Pico della Mirandola 
Late Renaissance artists: Botticelli, 
Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, 
Raphael, Bellini, Giorgione, Titian 
Renaissance spreads to Northern 
Europe (late 15th and early 16th cent.) 


Humanists: Castiglione, Erasmus, 
Montaigne, Rabelais, More, 
Cervantes, Shakespeare 

Machiavelli, The Prince (1513) 

Luther writes his Ninety-Five Theses 
(1517) 

Copernicus, On the Revolution of the 
Heavenly Spheres (1543) 


Scientists: Kepler, Galileo, Newton 
Philosophers: Bacon, Descartes, 
Hobbes, Locke 


Enlightenment thinkers: Voltaire, 
Montesquieu, Rousseau, Diderot, 
Hume, Adam Smith, Thomas 
Jefferson, Kant 
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Transition to the Modern 
Age: Renaissance and 
Reformation 


Italy: Birthplace of the Renaissance 
The Renaissance Outlook 
Renaissance Art 

The Spread of the Renaissance 

The Renaissance and the Modern Age 


Background to the Reformation: 
The Medieval Church in Crisis 


The Lutheran Revolt 

The Spread of the Reformation 

The Catholic Response 

The Reformation and the Modern Age 


Focus Questions 


ib 
. What is the historical significance of Renaissance humanism? 


What conditions gave rise to the Italian Renaissance? 


. How did Machiavelli’s political thought mark a break with the medieval 


outlook? 


. What are the general features of Renaissance art? 
. Why is the Renaissance considered a departure from the Middle Ages and the 


beginning of modernity? 


6. How did Luther’s theology mark a break with-the church? Why did many Germans 
become followers of Luther? 


7. How did the Reformation contribute to the shaping of the modern world? 


F rom the Italian Renaissance of the fifteenth century through 
the Age of Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, the outlook 
and institutions of the Middle Ages disintegrated and distinctly 
modern forms emerged. The radical change in European civiliza- 
tion affected every level of society. On the economic level, com- 
merce and industry expanded greatly, and capitalism largely 
replaced medieval forms of economic organization. On the political 
level, central government grew stronger at the expense of feudal- 
ism. On the religious level, the rise of Protestantism fragmented the 
unity of Christendom. On the social level, middle-class townspeo- 
ple, increasing in number and wealth, began to play a more im- 
portant role in economic and cultural life. On the cultural level, 
the clergy lost its monopoly over learning, and the otherworldly 
orientation of the Middle Ages gave way to a secular outlook in 
literature and the arts. Theology, the queen of knowledge in the 
Middle Ages, surrendered its crown to science, and reason, which 


had been subordinate to revelation, asserted its independence. 
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Many of these tendencies manifested them- 
selves dramatically during the Renaissance (1350- 
1600). The word renaissance means “rebirth,” 
and it is used to refer to the attempt by artists and 
thinkers to recover and apply the ancient learn- 
ing and standards of Greece and Rome. During 
the Renaissance, individuals showed an increasing 
concern for worldly life and self-consciously as- 
pired to shape their destinies, an attitude that is 
the key to modernity. 

To be sure, the Renaissance was not a complete 
and abrupt break with the Middle Ages. Many 
medieval ways and attitudes persisted. Neverthe- 
less, the view that the Renaissance represents the 
birth of modernity has much to recommend it. 
Renaissance writers and artists themselves were 
aware of their age’s novelty. They looked back 
on the medieval centuries as a “Dark Age” that 
followed the grandeur of ancient Greece and 
Rome, and they believed that they were expe- 
riencing a rebirth of cultural greatness. Renais- 
sance artists and writers were fascinated by the 
cultural forms of Greece and Rome; they sought 
to imitate classical style and to capture the secu- 
lar spirit of antiquity. In the process, they broke 
with medieval artistic and literary forms. They 
valued the full development of human talent and 
expressed a new excitement about the possibili- 
ties of life in this world. This outlook represents 
a break with the Middle Ages and the emergence 
of modernity. 

The Renaissance, then, was an age of transi- 
tion. It saw the rejection of certain elements of 
the medieval outlook, the revival of classical 
cultural forms, and the emergence of distinctly 
modern attitudes. This rebirth began in Italy dur- 
ing the fourteenth century and gradually spread 
north and west to Germany, France, England, 
and Spain during the late fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. 

The Renaissance was one avenue to modernity; 
another was the Reformation. By dividing Europe 
into Catholic and Protestant, the Reformation 
ended medieval religious unity. It also accentuated 
the importance of the individual person, a distinc- 
tive feature of the modern outlook. It stressed in- 
dividual conscience rather than clerical authority, 
insisted on a personal relationship between each 
man or woman and God, and called attention to 
the individual’s inner religious capacities. 
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ITALY: BIRTHPLACE 
OF THE RENAISSANCE 


The city-states of northern Italy that spawned the 
Renaissance were developed urban centers where 
people had the wealth, freedom, and inclination 
to cultivate the arts and to enjoy the fruits of 
worldly life. In Italy, moreover, reminders of an- 
cient Rome’s grandeur were visible everywhere: 
Roman roads, monuments, and manuscripts in- 
tensified the Italians’ links to their Roman past. 
Northern Italian city-states had developed into 
flourishing commercial and banking centers and 
had monopolized trade in the Mediterranean 
during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The 
predominance of business and commerce within 
these city-states meant that the feudal nobility, 
which held the land beyond the city walls, played 
a much less important part in government than it 
did elsewhere in Europe. By the end of the twelfth 
century, these city-states had adopted a fairly uni- 
form pattern of republican self-government built 
around the office of a chief magistrate. 

This republicanism proved precarious, how- 
ever. During the fourteenth and early fifteenth 
centuries, republican institutions in one city after 
another toppled, giving way to rule by despots. 
The city-states had come to rely on mercenary 
troops, whose leaders, the notorious condottieri— 
unschooled in and owing no loyalty to the re- 
publican tradition—simply seized power during 
emergencies. 

Florence, the leading city of the Renaissance, 
held out against the trend toward despotism for a 
long time. But by the mid-fifteenth century, even 
Florentine republicanism was giving way before 
the intrigues of a rich banking family, the Medici. 
They had installed themselves in power in the 
1430s with the return of Cosimo de’ Medici from 
exile. Cosimo’s grandson, Lorenzo the Magnifi- 
cent, completed the destruction of the republican 
constitution in 1480 when he managed to set up a 
government staffed by his supporters. 

New ways of life developed within the Italian 
city-states. Prosperous businesspeople played a 
leading role in the political and cultural life of the 
city. With the expansion of commerce and indus- 
try, the feudal values of birth, military prowess, 
and a fixed hierarchy of lords and vassals decayed 
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1304-1374 
c. 1445 
1513 

1517 

1520 
1524-1526 
1529 

1534 


German peasants revolt 


Petrarch, “father of humanism” 


Machiavelli writes The Prince 


Johann Gutenberg invents movable metal type 


Martin Luther writes his Ninety-Five Theses and the Reformation begins 


Pope Leo X excommunicates Luther 


English Parliament accepts Henry VIII’s Reformation 


Henry VIII is declared head of the Church of England; King Francis I of 


France declares Protestants to be heretics; Ignatius Loyola founds the Society 
of Jesus; Anabaptists, radical reformers, capture Miinster in Westphalia 


1535 
treason 


1536-1564 
1545-1563 
1555 


Council of Trent 


Peace of Augsburg 


in favor of ambition and individual achievement, 
whether at court, in the counting house, or inside 
the artist’s studio. 

Art served as a focus of civic pride and patri- 
otism. Members of the urban upper class— 
patricians—became patrons of the arts, providing 
funds to support promising artists and writers. 
Just as they contended on the battlefield, rulers 
competed for art and artists to bolster their pres- 
tige. The popes, too, heaped wealth on artists to 
enhance their own flagging prestige. They became 
the most lavish patrons of all, as the works of Mi- 
chelangelo and Raphael testify. 

Some women of wealthy and noble Italian 
families were educated in classical languages and 
literature and served as patrons of the arts. Thus, 
Isabella d’Este, wife of the ruler of a small state 
in northern Italy, knew Latin and Greek, collected 
books, and displayed works of artists that she had 
commissioned. 

The result of this new patronage by popes and 
patricians was an explosion of artistic creativity. 
The amount, and especially the nature, of this pa- 
tronage also helped shape both art and the artist. 


Sir Thomas More, English humanist and author of Utopia, is executed for 


Calvin leads the Reformation in Geneva 





Portraiture became a separate genre for the first 
time since antiquity and was developed much fur- 
ther than ever before. Patrician rivalry and inse- 
curity of status, fed by the Renaissance ethic of 
individual achievement and reward, produced a 
scramble for honor and reputation. This pursuit 
fostered the desire to be memorialized in a paint- 
ing if not in a sculpture. Distinguished portrait 
painters and sculptors were in great demand. 

The great artists emerged as famous men by 
virtue of their exercise of brush and chisel. In the 
Middle Ages, artists had been regarded as crafts- 
men who did lowly (manual) labor and who as 
a result were to be accorded little if any status. 
Indeed, for the most part they remained anony- 
mous. But the unparalleled Renaissance demand 
for art brought artists public recognition. 


THE RENAISSANCE OUTLOOK 


Increasingly, a secular outlook came to dominate 
Renaissance society. Intrigued by the active life of 
the city and eager to enjoy the worldly pleasures 
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THE SCHOOL OF ATHENS, BY RAPHAEL (1483-1520). The ancient Greek 
philosophers, with Plato and Aristotle at the center, are depicted here, assembled 
in classical grandeur. Painted to decorate the Vatican, the papal palace in Rome, 
the picture exudes the Renaissance reverence for classical antiquity and reflects 
the widely held view that ancient philosophy represented a foreshadowing of 
Christianity and was essentially in harmony with it. 


that their money could obtain, wealthy merchants 
and bankers moved away from the medieval pre- 
occupation with salvation. Reviving the Greco- 
Roman view that the complete individual is a 
political animal who participates actively in civil 
affairs, many Renaissance figures were critical of 
monastic withdrawal and asceticism and of the 
scholastics’ purely contemplative life. To be sure, 
the urban elite were neither nonbelievers nor athe- 
ists, but, more and more, religion had to compete 
with worldly concerns. Consequently, members of 
the urban upper class paid religion less heed or at 
least did not allow it to interfere with their quest 


for the full life. The challenge and pleasure of living 
well in this world seemed more exciting than the 
promise of heaven. This outlook found concrete 
expression in Renaissance art and literature. 
Individualism was another hallmark of the 
Renaissance. In contrast to medieval thinkers, 
who emphasized the Christian belief in human 
weakness, sinfulness, and dependency, Renais- 
sance figures revived the classical confidence in 
human capacities and extolled the infinite possi- 
bilities of individual life. The urban elite sought 
to assert their own personalities, demonstrate 
their unique talents, and gain recognition for 


their accomplishments. Traditional feudal values 
of birth and place in a fixed hierarchy were su- 
perseded by the desire for individual achieve- 
ment. Individual worth was interpreted far more 
broadly than it had been by feudal lords, who 
had equated worth with military prowess. Renais- 
sance Italy produced a distinctive human type, the 
“universal man”: a many-sided person who not 
only showed mastery of the ancient classics, an 
appreciation of and even talent for the visual arts, 
and a concern for the day-to-day affairs of his 
city, but also aspired to mold his life into a work 
of art. Disdaining Christian humility, Renaissance 
individuals took pride in their talents and worldly 
accomplishments—“I can work miracles,” said the 
great Leonardo da Vinci. Renaissance artists por- 
trayed the individual character of human beings, 
captured the rich diversity of human personality, 
produced the first portraits since Roman times, 
and affixed their signatures to their works. 
Renaissance writers probed their own feelings 
and manifested a self-awareness that characterizes 
the modern outlook. This new outlook, however, 
applied almost exclusively to an elite—princes, 
courtiers, court ladies, wealthy urban families, 
and exceptionally talented artists and writers. 

In later centuries, as the secular outlook gath- 
ered strength, it focused even more intently on 
the individual. It led to the conviction that the 
individual should be freed from domination by 
otherworldly concerns, theological dogma, and 
ecclesiastical authority and should concentrate on 
the full development of human talents and on im- 
proving the quality of earthly existence. 

During the Renaissance, the secular spirit and 
the concern with the individual found expression 
in the intellectual movement called humanism and 
in a political theory that separated politics from 
Christian principles. 


Humanism 


Humanism, the most characteristic intellectual 
movement of the Renaissance, was an educa- 
tional and cultural program based on the study 
of ancient Greek and Roman literature. The hu- 
manist attitude toward antiquity differed from 
that of medieval scholars, who had taken pains to 
fit classical learning into a Christian worldview. 
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Renaissance humanists did not subordinate the 
classics to the requirements of Christian doc- 
trines. Rather, they valued ancient literature for its 
own sake—for its clear and graceful style and for 
its insights into human nature. From the ancient 
classics, humanists expected to learn much that 
could not be provided by medieval writings: for 
instance, how to live well in this world and how 
to perform one’s civic duties. For the humanists, 
the classics were a guide to the good life, the ac- 
tive life. To achieve self-cultivation, to write well, 
to speak well, and to live well, it was necessary 
to know the classics. In contrast to scholastic phi- 
losophers, who used Greek philosophy to prove 
the truth of Christian doctrines, Italian humanists 
used classical learning to nourish their new inter- 
est in a worldly life. Whereas medieval scholars 
were familiar with only some ancient Latin writ- 
ers, Renaissance humanists restored to circulation 
every Roman work that could be found. Simi- 
larly, knowledge of Greek was very rare in Latin 
Christendom during the Middle Ages, but Renais- 
sance humanists increasingly cultivated the study 
of Greek in order to read Homer, Demosthenes, 
Plato, and other ancients in the original. 
Although predominantly a secular movement, 
Italian humanism was not un-Christian. True, hu- 
manists often treated moral problems in a purely 
secular manner. Yet in dealing with religious and 
theological issues, they did not challenge Chris- 
tian belief or question the validity of the Bible. 
They did, however, attack scholastic philosophy 
for its hairsplitting arguments and preoccupation 
with trivial matters. They stressed instead a purer 
form of Christianity based on the direct study of 
the Bible and the writings of the church fathers. 
One of the early humanists, sometimes called 
the father of humanism, was Petrarch (1304- 
1374). Petrarch and his followers carried the 
recovery of the classics further through their sys- 
tematic attempt to discover the classical roots of 
medieval Italian rhetoric. Petrarch’s own efforts 
to learn Greek were largely unsuccessful, but he 
advanced humanist learning by encouraging his 
students to master the ancient tongue. Petrarch 
was particularly drawn to Cicero, the ancient 
Roman orator. Following Cicero’s example, he 
maintained that education should consist not only 
of learning and knowing things but also of learn- 
ing how to communicate one’s knowledge and 
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Primary Source 


Leonardo Bruni: Study of Greek 
Literature and a Humanist 
Educational Program 


Leonardo Bruni (1374-1444) was a Florentine 
humanist who extolled both intellectual study and 
active involvement in public affairs, an outlook 
called civic humanism. In this excerpt from his 
History of His Own Times in Italy, Bruni ex- 
presses the humanist's love for ancient Greek litera- 
ture and language. 


Love for Greek Literature 


Then first came a knowledge of Greek, which 
had not been in use among us for seven hun- 
dred years. Chrysoloras the Byzantine,! a man 
of noble birth and well versed in Greek letters, 
brought Greek learning to us. When his coun- 
try was invaded by the Turks, he came by sea, 
first to Venice. The report of him soon spread, 
and he was cordially invited and besought and 
promised a public stipend, to come to Florence 
and open his store of riches to the youth. I was 
then studying Civil Law,” but. . . I burned with 
love of academic studies, and had spent no little 
pains on dialectic and rhetoric. At the coming 
of Chrysoloras I was torn in mind, deeming it 
shameful to desert the law, and yet a crime to 
lose such a chance of studying Greek literature; 
and often with youthful impulse I would say to 
myself: “Thou, when it is permitted thee to gaze 
on Homer, Plato and Demosthenes,’ and the 
other [Greek] poets, philosophers, orators, of 
whom such glorious things are spread abroad, 
and speak with them and be instructed in their 


admirable teaching, wilt thou desert and rob 
thyself? Wilt thou neglect this opportunity so 
divinely offered? For seven hundred years, no 
one in Italy has possessed Greek letters; and 
yet we confess that all knowledge is derived 
from them. How great advantage to your knowl- 
edge, enhancement of your fame, increase of 
your pleasure, will come from an understand- 
ing of this tongue? There are doctors of civil law 
everywhere; and the chance of learning will 
not fail thee. But if this one and only doctor of 
Greek letters disappears, no one can be found 
to teach thee.” Overcome at length by these rea- 
sons, I gave myself to Chrysoloras with such 
zeal to learn, that what through the wakeful day 
I gathered, I followed after in the night, even 
when asleep. ‘ 


Questions for Analysis 


1. Why was it so important to Leonardo Bruni to 
learn to read Greek? 

2. Who are the ancient Greek thinkers whom 
Bruni singles out for special praise? 


'Chrysoloras (c. 1355-1415), a Byzantine writer and 
teacher, introduced the study of Greek literature to the 
Italians, helping open a new age of Western humanistic 
learning. 

Civil Law refers to the Roman law as codified by Em- 
peror Justinian in the early sixth century a.D. and stud- 
ied in medieval law schools. 

*Demosthenes (384-322 B.c.) was an Athenian statesman 
and orator whose oratorical style was much admired by 
Renaissance humanists. 


Henry Osborn Taylor, Thought and Expression in the 
Sixteenth Century (New York: Frederick Ungar, 1930), 
1, 36-37. 





how to use it for the public good. Therefore, the 
emphasis in education should be on rhetoric and 
moral philosophy—wisdom combined with elo- 
quence. This was the key to virtue in the ruler, the 
citizen, and the republic. Petrarch helped to make 
Ciceronian values dominant among the human- 
ists. His followers set up schools to inculcate the 
new Ciceronian educational ideal. 

Implicit in the humanist educational ideal was 
a radical transformation of the Christian idea of 
human beings. According to the medieval (Augus- 
tinian) view, men and women, because of their sin- 
ful nature, were incapable of attaining excellence 
through their own efforts. They were completely 
subject to divine will. In contrast, the humanists, 
recalling the classical Greek concept of human be- 
ings, made the achievement of excellence through 
individual striving the end not only of education 
but of life itself. Moreover, because individuals 
were capable of this goal, it was their duty to pur- 
sue it as the end of life. The pursuit was not effort- 
less; indeed, it took extraordinary energy and skill. 

People, then, were deemed capable of excel- 
lence in every sphere and duty-bound to make the 
effort. This emphasis on human creative powers 
was one of the most characteristic and influential 
doctrines of the Renaissance. A classic expres- 
sion of it is found in the Oration on the Dignity 
of Man (1486) by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola 
(1463-1494). Man, said Pico, has the freedom to 
shape his own life. Pico has God say to man: “We 
have made you a creature” such that “you may, 
as the free and proud shaper of your own being, 
fashion yourself in the form you may prefer.” ! 

An attack on the medieval scholastics was also 
implicit in the humanist educational ideal. Hu- 
manists accused scholastics of corrupting the Latin 
style of ancient Rome and of dealing with useless 
questions. This humanist emphasis on the uses of 
knowledge offered a stimulus to science and art. 

So hostile were the humanists to things scholas- 
tic and medieval that they reversed the prevailing 
view of history. According to the Christian view, 
history was a simple unfolding of God’s will and 
providence. The humanists, however, stressed the 
importance of human actions and human will in 
history—the importance of people as active partici- 
pants in the shaping of events. They characterized 
the epoch preceding their own as a period of decline 
from classical heights—a dark age—and saw their 
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own time as a period of rebirth, representing the 
recovery of classical wisdom and ideals. Thus, the 
humanists invented the notion of the Middle Ages 
as the period separating the ancient world from 
their own. To the humanists, then, we owe the cur- 
rent periodization of history into ancient, medieval, 
and modern. The humanists’ view also contained 
an element of today’s idea of progress: they dared 
to think that they, “the moderns,” might even sur- 
pass the ancient glories of Greece and Rome. 

The humanist emphasis on historical scholar- 
ship yielded a method of critical inquiry that could 
help to undermine traditional loyalties and insti- 
tutions. Medieval thinkers generally did not relate 
a text to its times but accepted it uncritically as 
an authoritative work of wisdom. In contrast, 
Renaissance humanists approached ancient civili- 
zation with a critical attitude; they studied texts 
in a historical context and examined them for 
authenticity and accuracy. The work of Lorenzo 
Valla (c. 1407-1457) provides the clearest example 
of this trend. Educated as a classicist, Valla trained 
the guns of critical scholarship on the papacy in his 
most famous work, Declamation Concerning the 
False Decretals of Constantine. The papal claim 
to temporal authority rested on a document that 
purported to verify the so-called Donation of Con- 
stantine, through which the Emperor Constantine, 
when he moved the capital of the Roman Empire 
to Constantinople in the fourth century, had given 
the pope dominion over the entire Western Empire. 
But Valla proved that the document was based on 
an eighth-century forgery because the language at 
certain points was unknown in Constantine’s time 
and did not come into use until much later. 

Also embedded in the humanist reevaluation 
of individual potential was a new appreciation of 
the moral significance of work. For the humanist, 
the honor, fame, and even glory bestowed by one’s 
city or patron for meritorious deeds were the ul- 
timate rewards for effort. The humanist pursuit 
of praise and reputation became something of a 
Renaissance cult. 


A Revolution in Political Thought 


By turning away from the religious orientation 
of the Middle Ages and discussing the human 
condition in secular terms, Renaissance humanists 
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NiccoLO MACHIAVELLI (1469-1527). Machiavelli 
looked back to the ancient Roman republic for 
his ideals and spent his life serving the city-state 
of Florence, but as the author of The Prince, his 
name became a byword for atheism and deceit. 
Machiavellian is still used to describe an unscrupulous 
politician. 


opened up new possibilities for thinking about 
political and moral problems. Niccolé Machiavelli 
(1469-1527), a keen observer of Italian politics, 
saw the Italian city-states, ruled by men whose 
authority rested solely on their cunning and effec- 
tive use of force, as a new phenomenon. He recog- 
nized that traditional political theory, concerned 
with ideal Christian ends, could not adequately 
explain it. Italian princes made no effort to justify 
their policies on religious grounds; war was en- 
demic, and powerful cities took over weaker ones; 
diplomacy was riddled with intrigue, betrayal, and 
bribery. In such a tooth-and-claw world—where 
political survival depended on alertness, clever- 
ness, and strength—medieval theorists, who ex- 
pected the earthly realm to accord with standards 
revealed by God, seemed utterly irrelevant. 
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Machiavelli simply wanted rulers to understand 
how to preserve and expand the state’s power. In 
his book The Prince, he expounded a new politi- 
cal theory—one that had no place for Christian 
morality but coincided with the emerging modern 
secular state. He himself was aware that his study 
of statecraft in the cold light of reason, free of 
religious and moral illusions, represented a new 
departure. 

For Machiavelli, survival was the state’s over- 
riding aim; it transcended any concern with moral 
or religious values and the interests of individual 
subjects. Removing questions of good and evil 
from the political realm, Machiavelli maintained 
that the prince may use any means to save the state 
when its survival is at stake. Successful princes, he 
contended, have always been indifferent to moral 
and religious considerations—a lesson of history 
that rulers ignore at their peril. Thus, if the situa- 
tion warrants it, the prince can violate agreements 
with other rulers, go back on his word with his 
subjects, and resort to cruelty and terror. 

Machiavelli broke with the distinguishing fea- 
ture of medieval thought: the division of the uni- 
verse into the higher world of the heavens and 
a lower earthly realm. To this extent, he did for 
politics what Galileo accomplished a century later 
for physics. Medieval thinkers believed that rul- 
ers derived their power from God and had a re- 
ligious obligation to govern in accordance with 
God’s commands. Rejecting completely this oth- 
erworldly, theocentric orientation, Machiavelli 
ascribed no divine origin or purpose to the state. 
He saw it as a natural entity; politics had nothing 
to do with God’s intent or with moral precepts 
originating in a higher world. Machiavelli’s sig- 
nificance as a political thinker rests on the fact 
that he removed political thought from a religious 
frame of reference and viewed the state and po- 
litical behavior in the detached and dispassionate 
manner of a scientist. In secularizing and rational- 
izing political philosophy, he initiated a trend of 
thought that we recognize as distinctly modern. 


RENAISSANCE ART 


The essential meaning of the Renaissance is con- 
veyed through its art, particularly architecture, 
sculpture, and painting. Renaissance examples 
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LEONARDO DA VINCI, THE PROPORTIONS OF MAN. Leonardo 
was fascinated by the human body. In his notebook, his written 
observations are accompanied by this marvelous drawing of the 
body, conceived and framed with realism and proportion. 


of all three art forms reflect a style that stressed 
proportion, balance, and harmony. These artistic 
values were achieved through a new, revolution- 
ary conceptualization of space and spatial rela- 
tions. To a considerable extent, Renaissance art 
also reflects the values of Renaissance humanism: 
a return to classical models in architecture, to 
the rendering of the nude figure, and to a heroic 
vision of human beings. 

Medieval art served a religious function: the 
world was a veil merely hinting at the other perfect 
and eternal world. Renaissance artists continued 


to utilize religious themes, but they shattered the 
dominance of religion over art by shifting atten- 
tion from heaven to the natural world and to the 
human being. Renaissance artists depicted the hu- 
man qualities of men and women and celebrated 
the beauty and grace of the human form. The ref- 
erence was less to the other world and more to this 
world, and people were treated as creatures who 
found their spiritual destiny as they fulfilled their 
human one. Renaissance artists also developed a 
new conception of visual space, which resulted in 
a naturalistic, three-dimensional rendering of the 
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real world. It was a quantitative space in which 
the artist, employing reason and mathematics, 
portrayed the essential form of the object in per- 
spective, as it would appear to the human eye. 
Thus, at its most distinctive, Renaissance art rep- 
resents a conscious revolt against the art of the 
Middle Ages. This revolt produced revolutionary 
discoveries that served as the foundation of West- 
ern art up to the twentieth century. 

In art, as in literature, the Florentines played 
a leading role in this esthetic transformation. 
They, more than anyone else, were responsible for 
the way artists saw and drew for centuries and 
for the way most Western people still see or want 
to see. The first major contributor to Renais- 
sance painting was the Florentine painter Giotto 
(c. 1276-1337). Borrowing from Byzantine paint- 
ing, he created figures delineated by alterations in 
light and shade. He also developed several tech- 
niques of perspective, representing three-dimen- 
sional figures and objects on two-dimensional 
surfaces so that they appear to stand in space. 
Giotto’s figures look remarkably alive. They are 
drawn and arranged in space to tell a story, and 
their expressions and the illusion of movement 
they convey heighten the dramatic effect. Giotto’s 
best works were frescoes, wall paintings painted 
while the plaster was still wet, or fresh. Lionized 
in his own day, Giotto had no immediate succes- 
sors, and his ideas were not taken up and devel- 
oped further for almost a century. 

By the early fifteenth century, the revival of 
classical learning had begun in earnest. In Flor- 
ence, it had its artistic counterpart among a circle 
of architects, painters, and sculptors who sought 
to revive classical art. The leader of this group 
was an architect, Filippo Brunelleschi (1377- 
1446). He designed churches reflecting classical 
models. To him we also owe a scientific discov- 
ery of the first importance in the history of art: 
the rules of perspective. Giotto had revived the 
ancient technique of foreshortening; Brunelleschi 
completed the discovery by rendering perspective 
in mathematical terms. His devotion to ancient 
models and his new tool of mathematical perspec- 
tive set the stage for the further development of 
Renaissance painting. Brunelleschi’s young Flo- 
rentine friend Masaccio (1401-1428) took up the 
challenge. Faithful to the new rules of perspec- 
tive, Masaccio was also concerned with painting 
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statuesque figures and endowing his paintings 
with a grandeur and simplicity whose inspiration 
was classical. Perspective came with all the force 
of religious revelation. 

In his work On Painting, Leon Battista Alberti 
(1404-1472), a humanist, scholar, and art theo- 
retician, brought the Renaissance trend toward 
perspectival art to a summation by advancing the 
first mathematical theory of artistic perspective. 
By defining visual space and the relationship be- 
tween the object and the observer in mathemati- 
cal terms, Renaissance art and artistic theory 
helped to pave the way for the development of the 
modern scientific approach to nature, which later 
found expression in the astronomy of Copernicus 
and the physics of Galileo. 

Renaissance artists were dedicated to represent- 
ing things as they are, or at least as they are seen 
to be. Part of the inspiration for this was also clas- 
sical. The ancient ideal of beauty was the beauti- 
ful nude. Renaissance admiration for ancient art 
meant that for the first time since the fall of Rome 
artists studied anatomy; they learned to draw the 
human form by having models pose for them, a 
practice fundamental to artistic training to this 
day. Another member of Brunelleschi’s circle, the 
Florentine sculptor Donatello (1386-1466), also 
showed renewed interest in the human form. 

The great Renaissance artists included Leonardo 
da Vinci (1452-1519), Michelangelo Buonarroti 
(1475-1564), and Raphael Santi (1483-1520). 
All of them were closely associated with Florence. 
Leonardo was a scientist and engineer as well as a 
great artist. He was an expert at fortifications and 
gunnery, an inventor, an anatomist, and a natural- 
ist. Bringing careful observation of nature to his 
paintings, he combined it with powerful psycho- 
logical insight to produce works of unsurpassed 
genius, though few in number. Among his most 
important paintings are The Last Supper and La 
Gioconda, or the Mona Lisa. The Mona Lisa is an 
example of an artistic invention of Leonardo’s— 
what the Italians call sfumato. Leonardo left the 
outlines of the face a little vague and shadowy; 
this freed it of any wooden quality that more ex- 
act drawing would impart, and thus made it more 
lifelike and mysterious. 

Michelangelo’s creation of artistic harmony 
derived from a mastery of anatomy and drawing. 
His model in painting came from sculpture: his 


paintings are sculpted drawings. He was, of course, 
a sculptor of the highest genius whose approach to 
his art was poetic and visionary. Instead of trying 
to impose form on marble, he thought of sculpt- 
ing as releasing the form from the rock. Among his 
greatest sculptures are David, Moses, and The Dy- 
ing Slave. Michelangelo was also an architect; pa- 
tronized by the pope, he designed the dome of the 
new Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. But perhaps his 
most stupendous work was the ceiling of the Sistine 
Chapel in the Vatican, commissioned by Pope Ju- 
lius II. In four years, working with little assistance, 
Michelangelo covered the empty space with the 
most monumental sculpted pictures ever painted, 
pictures that summarize the Old Testament story. 
The Creation of Adam is the most famous of these 
superlative frescoes. 

Raphael, the last of these three artistic giants, is 
especially famous for the sweetness of his Madon- 
nas. But he was capable of painting other subjects 
and conveying other moods, as his portrait of his 
patron, Pope Leo X with Two Cardinals, reveals. 


THE SPREAD OF 
THE RENAISSANCE 


Aided by the invention of printing, the Renais- 
sance spread to Germany, France, England, and 
Spain in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
In its migration northward, Renaissance culture 
adapted itself to conditions different from those 
in Italy—particularly the strength of lay piety. For 
example, the Brethren of the Common Life was a 
lay movement emphasizing education and practi- 
cal piety. Intensely Christian and at the same time 
anticlerical, the people in such lay movements 
found in Renaissance culture tools for sharpening 
their wits against the clergy—not to undermine 
the faith, but rather to restore it to its apostolic 
purity. 

Thus, northern humanists, like those in Italy, 
were profoundly devoted to ancient learning. But 
nothing in northern humanism compares with the 
non-Christian trend of the Italian Renaissance. The 
northerners were chiefly interested in the question 
of what constituted original Christianity. They 
sought a model in the light of which they might 
reform the corrupted church of their own time. 
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GIOVANNI ARNOLFINI AND HIs BRIDE, BY JAN VAN 
Eyck (c. 1390-1441). This painting uses the new 
technique of perspective and draws a careful and 
idealized portrait of a prosperous married couple in 
their bedroom. It depicts a world that values privacy, 
sober prosperity, and intimacy of a certain kind: he 
stares out at us, while she looks deferentially at him. 


Humanism outside Italy was less concerned 
with the revival of classical values than with the 
reform of Christianity and society through a pro- 
gram of Christian humanism. The Christian hu- 
manists cultivated the new arts of rhetoric and 
history, as well as the classical languages—Latin, 
Greek, and Hebrew. But the ultimate purpose of 
these pursuits was more religious than it had been 
in Italy, where secular interests predominated. 
Northern humanists used humanist scholar- 
ship and language to satirize and vilify medieval 
scholastic Christianity and to build a purer, more 
Scriptural Christianity. The discovery of accu- 
rate biblical texts, it was hoped, would lead to a 
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great religious awakening. Protestant reformers, 
including Martin Luther, relied on humanist 
scholarship. 


Erasmian Humanism 


To Erasmus (c. 1466-1536) belongs the credit for 
making Renaissance humanism an international 
movement. He was educated in the Netherlands by 
the Brethren of the Common Life, which was one 
of the most advanced religious movements of the 
age, combining mystical piety with rigorous human- 
ist pedagogy. Erasmus traveled throughout Europe 
as a humanist educator and biblical scholar. Like 
other Christian humanists, he trusted the power of 
words and used his pen to attack scholastic theol- 
ogy and clerical abuses and promote his philosophy 
of Christ. His weapon was satire, and his Praise of 
Folly and Colloquies won him a reputation for acid 
wit vented at the expense of conventional religion. 

True religion, Erasmus argued, does not de- 
pend on dogma, ritual, or clerical power. Rather, 
it is revealed clearly and simply in the Bible and 
therefore is directly accessible to all people, from 
the wise and great to the poor and humble. Eras- 
mian humanism stressed toleration, kindness, and 
respect for human rationality. 

This clear but quiet voice was drowned out 
by the storms of the Reformation, and the Eras- 
mian emphasis on the individual’s natural capaci- 
ties succumbed to a renewed emphasis on human 
sinfulness and dogmatic theology. Erasmus was 
caught in the middle and condemned on all sides; 
for him, the Reformation was both a personal and 
a historical tragedy. He had worked for peace and 
unity, only to experience a spectacle of war and 
fragmentation. Erasmian humanism, however, 
survived these horrors as an ideal, and during the 
next two centuries, whenever thinkers sought tol- 
eration and rational religion, they looked back to 
Erasmus for inspiration. 


French and English Humanism 


Francois Rabelais (c. 1494-c. 1553), a former 
monk, exemplified the humanist spirit in France. 
In response to religious dogmatism, he asserted the 
essential goodness of the individual and the right 
to enjoy the world rather than being bound by the 
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fear of a punishing God. His folk-epic Gargantua 
and Pantagruel celebrates earthly life and earthly 
enjoyments, expresses an appreciation for secular 
learning and a confidence in human nature, and 
attacks monastic orders and clerical education for 
stifling the human spirit. 

According to Rabelais, once freed from dog- 
matic theology, with its irrelevant concerns, and 
narrow-minded clergy, who deprived them of life’s 
joys, people could, by virtue of their native good- 
ness, build a paradise on earth and disregard the 
one dreamed up by theologians. In Gargantua and 
Pantagruel, Rabelais imagined a monastery where 
men and women spend their lives “not in laws, stat- 
utes, or rules, but according to their own free will 
and pleasure.” They slept and ate when they desired 
and learned to “read, write, sing, play upon sev- 
eral musical instruments, and speak five or six... 
languages and compose in them all very quaintly.” 
They observed only one rule: “do what thou wilt.” 

The most influential humanist of,the early Eng- 
lish Renaissance was Sir Thomas More (1478- 
1535), who studied at Oxford. His impact came 
from both his writing and his career. Trained as 
a lawyer, he was a successful civil servant and 
member of Parliament. His most famous book is 
Utopia, the first major utopian treatise to be writ- 
ten in the West since Plato’s Republic and one of 
the most original works of the entire Renaissance. 
Many humanists had attacked private wealth as 
the principal source of pride, greed, and human 
cruelty. However, only More carried this insight 
to its ultimate conclusion: in Utopia, he called for 
the elimination of private property. He had too 
keen a sense of human weakness to think that 
people could become perfect, but he used Utopia 
to call attention to contemporary abuses and to 
suggest radical reforms. 

More succeeded Cardinal Wolsey as lord chan- 
cellor under Henry VIII. But when the king broke 
with the Roman Catholic church, More resigned, 
unable to reconcile his conscience with the king’s 
rejection of papal supremacy. Three years later, 
in July 1535, More was executed for treason be- 
cause he refused to swear an oath acknowledging 
the king’s ecclesiastical supremacy. 

William Shakespeare (1564-1616), widely 
considered the greatest playwright the world has 
ever produced, gave expression to conventional 
Renaissance values: honor, heroism, and the 
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struggle against fate and fortune. But there is noth- 
ing conventional about Shakespeare’s treatment 
of characters possessing these virtues. His great- 
est plays, the tragedies (King Lear, Julius Caesar, 
and others), explore a common theme: men, even 
heroic men, despite virtue, are able to overcome 
their human weaknesses only with the greatest 
difficulty, if at all. What fascinated Shakespeare 
was the contradiction between the Renaissance 
image of nobility, which is often the self-image of 
Shakespeare’s heroes, and human beings’ capac- 
ity for evil and self-destruction. The plays are thus 
intensely human, but so much so that humanism 
fades into the background; art transcends doctrine 
to represent life itself. 


THE RENAISSANCE AND 
THE MODERN AGE 


The Renaissance, then, marks the birth of moder- 
nity in the conception of the individual. Central 
to this birth was a bold new view of human na- 
ture that departed from the medieval view: indi- 
viduals in all endeavors are not constrained by 
a destiny imposed by God from the outside but 
are free to make their own destiny, guided only 
by the example of the past, the force of present 
circumstances, and the drives of their own inner 
nature. Set free from theology, individuals were 
seen as the products, and in turn the shapers, of 
history; their future would be the work of their 
own free will. 

Within the Italian city-states where the Renais- 
sance was born, rich merchants were at least as 
important as the church hierarchy and the old no- 
bility. Commercial wealth and a new politics pro- 
duced a new culture that relied heavily on ancient 
Greece and Rome. This return to antiquity also 
entailed a rejection of the Middle Ages as dark, 
barbarous, and rude. The humanists clearly pre- 
ferred the secular learning of ancient Greece and 
Rome to the clerical learning of the more recent 
past. The reason for this was obvious: the ancients 
had the same worldly concerns as the humanists; 
the scholastics did not. 

The revival of antiquity by the humanists did not 
mean, however, that they identified completely with 
it. The revival itself was done too self-consciously 
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for that. In the very act of looking back, the hu- 
manists differentiated themselves from the past 
and recognized that they were different. They 
were in this sense the first modern historians, be- 
cause they could study and appreciate the past 
for its own sake and, to some degree, on its own 
terms. 

In the works of Renaissance artists and think- 
ers, the world was, to a large extent, depicted and 
explained without reference to a higher super- 
natural realm of meaning and authority. This is 
clearly seen in Machiavelli’s analysis of politics. 
Renaissance humanism exuded a deep confidence 
in the capacities of able people, instructed in the 
wisdom of the ancients, to understand and change 
the world. 

This new confidence was closely related to an- 
other distinctive feature of the Renaissance: the 
cult of the individual. Both prince and painter 
were motivated in part by the desire to display 
their talents and to satisfy their ambitions. This 
individual striving was rewarded and encouraged 
by the larger society of rich patrons and calculat- 
ing princes, which valued ability. Gone was the 
medieval Christian emphasis on the virtue of self- 
denial and the sin of pride. Instead, the Renais- 
sance placed the highest value on self-expression 
and self-fulfillment—on the realization of in- 
dividual potential, especially of the gifted few. The 
Renaissance fostered an atmosphere in which 
talent, even genius, was allowed to flourish. 

To be sure, the Renaissance image of the in- 
dividual and the world, bold and novel, was the 
exclusive prerogative of a small, well-educated 
urban elite and did not reach down to include 
the masses. Nevertheless, the Renaissance set an 
example of what people might achieve in art and 
architecture, taste and refinement, education and 
urban culture. In many fields, the Renaissance set 
the cultural standards of the modern age. 


BACKGROUND TO THE 
REFORMATION: THE MEDIEVAL 
CHURCH IN CRISIS 


The Renaissance had revitalized European intel- 
lectual life and in the process discarded the me- 
dieval preoccupation with theology. Similarly, 


196 + 


the Reformation marked the beginning of a new 
religious outlook. The Protestant Reformation, 
however, did not originate in the elite circles of 
humanistic scholars. Rather, it was sparked by 
Martin Luther (1483-1546), an obscure German 
monk and brilliant theologian. Luther started a 
rebellion against the church’s authority that in 
less than one decade shattered the religious unity 
of Christendom. Begun in 1517, the Reformation 
dominated European history throughout much of 
the sixteenth century. 

The Roman Catholic church, centered in 
Rome, was the one European institution that 
transcended geographic, ethnic, linguistic, and na- 
tional boundaries. For centuries, it had extended 
its influence into every aspect of European soci- 
ety and culture. As a result, however, its massive 
wealth and power appeared to take precedence 
over its commitment to the search for holiness in 
this world and salvation in the next. Encumbered 
by wealth, addicted to international power, and 
protective of their own interests, the clergy, from 
the pope down, became the focus of a storm of 
criticism, starting in the Late Middle Ages. 

In the fourteenth century, as kings increased 
their power and as urban centers with their so- 
phisticated laity grew in size and number, people 
began to question the authority of the interna- 
tional church and its clergy. Political theorists re- 
jected the pope’s claim to supremacy over kings. 
The central idea of medieval Christendom—a 
Christian commonwealth led by the papacy— 
increasingly fell into disrepute. Theorists argued 
that the church was only a spiritual body, and 
therefore its power did not extend to the political 
realm. They said that the pope had no authority 
over kings, that the state needed no guidance from 
the papacy, and that the clergy were not above 
secular law. During the late fourteenth century, 
Latin Christendom witnessed the first systematic 
attacks ever launched against the church. Church 
corruption—such as the selling of indulgences 
(see the upcoming section on “The Break with 
Catholicism”), nepotism (the practice of ap- 
pointing one’s relatives to offices), the pursuit of 
personal wealth by bishops, and the sexual indul- 
gence of the clergy—was nothing new. What was 
new and startling was the willingness of both edu- 
cated and uneducated Christians to attack these 
practices publicly. 
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Thus, the Englishman John Wycliffe and the 
Bohemian Jan Hus (see “Fourteenth-Century Her- 
esies” in Chapter 7), both learned theologians, 
denounced the wealth of the clergy as a violation 
of Christ’s precepts and attacked the church’s au- 
thority at its root by arguing that the church did 
not control an individual’s destiny. They main- 
tained that salvation depends not on participating 
in the church’s rituals or receiving its sacraments 
but on accepting God’s gift of faith. 

Wycliffe’s and Hus’s efforts to initiate reform 
coincided with a powerful resurgence of religious 
feeling in the form of mysticism. Late medieval 
mystics sought an immediate and personal com- 
munication with God, and such experiences in- 
spired them to advocate concrete reforms aimed 
at renewing the church’s spirituality. The church 
hierarchy inevitably regarded mysticism with 
some suspicion, for if individuals could experi- 
ence God directly, they would seemingly have 
little need for the church and its rituals. In the 
fourteenth century, these mystical movements sel- 
dom became heretical. But in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, radical reformers often 
found in Christian mysticism a powerful alterna- 
tive to institutional control and even to the need 
for a priesthood. 

With the advent of Lutheranism, personal 
faith, rather than adherence to the practices of 
the church, became central to the religious life of 
European Protestants. Renaissance humanists had 
sought to reinstitute the wisdom of ancient times; 
Protestant reformers wanted to restore the spirit of 
early Christianity, in which faith seemed purer, be- 
lievers more sincere, and clergy uncorrupted by lux- 
ury and power. By the 1540s, the Roman Catholic 
church had initiated its own internal reformation, 
but it came too late to stop the movement toward 
Protestantism in Northern and Western Europe. 


THE LUTHERAN REVOLT 


The Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth cen- 
tury ushered in a spiritual revolution that had a 
great impact on the Western world. This reforma- 
tion was precipitated and largely defined by the 
Augustinian monk Martin Luther. Luther had no 
intention of founding a new church or overthrow- 
ing the political and ecclesiastical order of his 


native Germany. Rather, it was a search to resolve 
his own spiritual crisis that led to the permanent 
schism within the church. In his youth, Luther 
at first fulfilled his father’s wish and studied law, 
but at the age of twenty-one, he suddenly aban- 
doned his legal studies to enter the Augustinian 
monastery at Erfurt. Luther began his search for 
spiritual and personal identity, and therefore for 
salvation, within the strict confinement and disci- 
pline of the monastery. He pursued his theological 
studies there and prepared for ordination. 


The Break with Catholicism 


As he studied and prayed, Luther grew increas- 
ingly terrified by the possibility of his damnation. 
As a monk, he sought union with God, and he 
understood the church’s teaching that salvation 
depended on faith, works (meaning acts of char- 
ity, prayer, fasting, and so on), and grace—God’s 
influence and favor, which sanctify and regenerate 
human life. He participated in the sacraments of 
the church, which, according to its teaching, were 
intended to give grace. Indeed, after his ordina- 
tion, Luther administered the sacraments. Yet he 
still felt the weight of his sins, and nothing the 
church could offer seemed to relieve that burden. 
Seeking solace and salvation, Luther increasingly 
turned to reading the Bible. Two passages seemed 
to speak directly to him: “For therein is the righ- 
teousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as 
it is written, ‘He who through faith is righteous 
shall live’” (Romans 1:17); and “They are justi- 
fied by his grace as a gift, through the redemption 
which is in Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:24).? In these 
two passages, Luther found, for the first time in 
his adult life, some hope for his own salvation. 
Faith, freely given by God through Christ, enables 
the recipient to receive salvation. 

The concept of salvation by faith alone pro- 
vided an answer to Luther’s spiritual quest. 
Practicing such good works as prayer, fasting, 
pilgrimages, and participation in the Mass and 
the other sacraments had never brought Luther 
peace of mind. He concluded that no amount of 
good works, however necessary for maintaining 
the Christian community, would bring salvation. 
Through reading the Bible and through faith alone 
the Christian could find the meaning of earthly 
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PORTRAIT OF MARTIN LUTHER, BY LUCAS CRANACH 
THE ELDER (1529). Martin Luther was both a dour 
and thoughtful man with great determination. 


existence. For Luther, the true Christian was a 
courageous figure who faced the terrifying quest 
for salvation armed only with the hope that God 
had granted him or her the gift of faith. This new 
Christian served others not to trade good works 
for salvation but solely to fulfill the demands of 
Christian love. 

The starting point for the Reformation was 
Luther’s attack in 1517 on the church’s practice of 
selling indulgences. The church taught that some 
individuals go directly to heaven or hell, while 
others go to heaven only after spending time in 
purgatory—a period of expiation necessary for 
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IconocLast Jury. In the sixteenth century, reformers tore out the statues and 
stained glass in Protestant churches, arguing that decoration distracts from the 
Bible and the Word of God. To this day, Protestant churches remain less decorated 
than Catholic ones. 


those who have sinned excessively in this life but 
who have had the good fortune to repent before 
death. To die in a state of mortal sin meant to 
writhe in hell eternally. Naturally, people worried 
about how long they might have to suffer in pur- 
gatory. Indulgences were intended to remit por- 
tions of that time and were granted to individuals 
by the church for their prayers, attendance at 
Mass, and almost any acts of charity—including 
monetary offerings to the church. This last good 
work was the most controversial, since it could 
easily appear that people were buying their way 
into heaven. 

In the autumn of 1517, a Dominican friar 
named John Tetzel was selling indulgences in the 
area near Wittenberg. Luther launched his attack 
on Tetzel and the selling of indulgences by tacking 
on the door of the Wittenberg castle church his 


Ninety-Five Theses. Luther’s theses (propositions) 
challenged the entire notion of selling indulgences 
not only as a corrupt practice but also as based 
on a theologically unsound assumption—namely, 
that salvation can be earned by good works. 

At the heart of Luther’s argument in the 
Ninety-Five Theses and in his later writings was 
the belief that the individual achieves salvation 
through inner religious feeling, a sense of contri- 
tion for sins, and a trust in God’s mercy—that 
church attendance, fasting, pilgrimages, charity, 
and other good works did not earn salvation. The 
church, in contrast, held that both faith and good 
works were necessary for salvation. Luther further 
insisted that every individual could discover the 
meaning of the Bible unaided by the clergy; the 
church, however, maintained that only the clergy 
could read and interpret the Bible properly. Luther 


argued that in matters of faith there was no dif- 
ference between the clergy and the laity, for each 
person could receive faith directly and freely from 
God. But the church held that the clergy were in- 
termediaries between individuals and God and 
that, in effect, Christians reached eternal salvation 
through the clergy. For Luther, no priest, no cer- 
emony, and no sacrament could mediate between 
the Creator and his creatures. Hope lay only in a 
personal relationship between the individual and 
God, as expressed through faith in God’s mercy 
and grace. By declaring that clergy and church 
rituals do not hold the key to salvation, Luther re- 
jected the church’s claim that it alone offered men 
and women the way to eternal life. 

Recognizing that he might be in danger if he 
continued to preach without a protector, Luther 
appealed for support to the prince of his district, 
Frederick, the elector of Saxony. The elector was 
a powerful man in international politics—one of 
seven lay and ecclesiastical princes who chose the 
Holy Roman Emperor. Frederick’s support con- 
vinced church officials, including the pope, that 
this monk would have to be dealt with cautiously. 
When the pope finally acted against Luther in 1520, 
it was too late; Luther had been given the needed 
time to promote his views. He proclaimed that the 
pope was the Antichrist and that the church was 
the “most lawless den of robbers, the most shame- 
less of all brothels, the very kingdom of sin, death 
and Hell.”* When the papal bull excommunicating 
him was delivered, Luther burned it. 

No longer members of the church, Luther and 
his followers established congregations for the 
purpose of Christian worship. Christians outside 
the church needed protection, and in 1520 Luther 
published the Address to the Christian Nobility of 
the German Nation. In it he appealed to the em- 
peror and the German princes to reform the church 
and to cast off their allegiance to the pope, who, 
he argued, had used taxes and political power to 
exploit them for centuries. His appeal produced 
some success; the Reformation flourished on the 
resentment against foreign papal intervention that 
had long festered in Germany. In this and other 
treatises, Luther made it clear that he wanted to 
present no threat to legitimate political authority, 
that is, to the power of the German princes. 

In 1521, Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, 
who was a devout Catholic, summoned Luther to 
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Worms, giving him a pass of safe conduct. There, 
Luther was to answer to the charge of heresy, both 
an ecclesiastical and a civil offense. When asked 
to recant, Luther replied: “Unless I am convinced 
of error by the testimony of Scripture or by clear 
reason ...I cannot and will not recant anything, 
for it is neither safe nor honest to act against one’s 
conscience. God help me. Amen.” Shortly after 
this confrontation with the emperor, Luther went 
into hiding to escape arrest. During that one-year 
period, he translated the New Testament into 
German. His followers, or Lutherans, were even- 
tually called Protestants—those who protested 
against the established church—and the term be- 
came generic for all followers of the Reformation. 


The Appeal and Spread of Lutheranism 


Rapidly disseminated by the new printing press, 
the tenets of Protestantism offered the hope of 
revitalization and renewal to Protestantism’s ad- 
herents. Lutheranism appealed to the devout, 
who resented the worldliness and lack of piety of 
many clergy. But the movement found its great- 
est following among German townspeople, who 
objected to money flowing from their land to 
Rome in the form of church taxes and payment 
for church offices. In addition, the Reformation 
provided the nobility with an unprecedented op- 
portunity to confiscate church lands, eliminate 
church taxes, and gain the support of their sub- 
jects by serving as leaders of a popular and dy- 
namic religious movement. The Reformation also 
gave the nobles a way of resisting the Catholic 
Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, who wanted 
to extend his authority over the German princes. 
Resenting the Italian domination of the church, 
many other Germans who supported Martin 
Luther believed that they were freeing German 
Christians from foreign control. 

Lutheranism drew support from the peasants 
as well, for they saw Luther as their champion 
against their oppressors—both lay and ecclesi- 
astical lords and the townspeople. Indeed, in his 
writings and sermons, Luther often attacked the 
greed of the princes and bemoaned the plight of 
the poor. Undoubtedly, Luther’s successful con- 
frontation with the authorities served to inspire 
the peasants. In 1524, these long-suffering people 
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openly rebelled against their lords. The Peasants’ 
Revolt spread to over one-third of Germany; 
some 300,000 people took up arms against their 
masters. 

Luther, however, had no wish to associate 
his movement with a peasant uprising and risk 
alienating the nobility who supported him. As a 
political conservative, he hesitated to challenge 
secular authority; to him, the good Christian was 
an obedient subject. Therefore, he virulently at- 
tacked the rebellious peasants, urging the nobility 
to become “both judge and executioner” and to 
“knock down, strangle, and stab” the insurgents. 
By 1525, the peasants had been put down by the 
sword. The failure of the Peasants’ Revolt meant 
that the German peasantry remained among the 
most backward and oppressed until well into the 
nineteenth century. 

Initially, the Holy Roman Emperor, who was 
at war with France over parts of Italy and whose 
eastern territories were threatened by the Otto- 
man Turks, hesitated to intervene militarily in the 
strife between Lutheran and Catholic princes—a 
delay that proved crucial. Despite years of war- 
fare, Charles V was unable to subdue the Lu- 
theran princes. The religious conflict was settled 
by the Peace of Augsburg (1555), which decreed 
that each territorial prince should determine the 
religion of his subjects. Broadly speaking, north- 
ern Germany became largely Protestant, while 
Bavaria and other southern territories remained 
in the Roman Catholic church. The Holy Roman 
Emperor, who had been successfully challenged by 
the Lutheran princes, saw his power diminished. 
The decentralization of the empire and its division 
into Catholic and Protestant regions would block 
German unity until the last part of the nineteenth 
century. 


THE SPREAD OF THE 
REFORMATION 


Nothing better illustrates the people’s dissatisfac- 
tion with the church in the early sixteenth century 
than the rapid spread of Protestantism. There was 
a pattern to this phenomenon. Protestantism grew 
strong in Northern Europe—northern Germany, 
Scandinavia, the Netherlands, and England. It 
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failed in the Latin countries, although not without 
a struggle in France. In general, Protestantism was 
an urban phenomenon, and it prospered where 
local magistrates supported it and where the dis- 
tance from Rome was greatest. 


Calvinism 


The success of the Reformation outside Germany 
and Scandinavia derived largely from the work of 
John Calvin (1509-1564), a French scholar and 
theologian. Sometime in 1533 or 1534, Calvin 
met French followers of Luther and became con- 
vinced of the truth of the new theology. He began 
to spread its beliefs immediately after his conver- 
sion, and within a year he and his friends were in 
trouble with the civil and ecclesiastical authorities. 

Calvin soon abandoned his humanistic and 
literary studies to become a preacher of the Ref- 
ormation. Even early in his religious experience, 
he emphasized the power of God over sinful and 
corrupt humanity. Calvin’s God thundered and 
demanded obedience, and the terrible distance 
between God and the individual was mediated 
only by Christ. Calvin embraced a stern theol- 
ogy, holding that God’s laws must be rigorously 
obeyed, that social and moral righteousness must 
be earnestly pursued, that political life must be 
carefully regulated, and that human emotions 
must be strictly controlled. 

Even more than Luther, Calvin explained sal- 
vation in terms of uncertain predestination: that 
God, who grants grace for his own inscrutable 
reasons, knows in advance who will be saved and 
who will be condemned to hell. Calvin argued 
that although people are predestined to salvation 
or damnation, they can never know their fate with 
certainty in advance. This terrible decree could and 
did lead some people to despair. To others—in a 
paradox difficult for the modern mind to grasp— 
Calvinism gave a sense of self-assurance and righ- 
teousness that made the saint—that is, the truly 
predestined man or woman—into a new kind of 
European. Most of Calvin’s followers seemed to 
believe that in having understood the fact of pre- 
destination, they had received a bold insight into 
their unique relationship with God. 

Calvinists were individuals who assumed that 
only unfailing dedication to God’s law could be 


seen as a sign of salvation; thus, Calvinism made 
for stern men and women, active in their congre- 
gations and willing to suppress vice in themselves 
and others. Calvinism could also produce revolu- 
tionaries willing to defy any temporal authorities 
perceived to be in violation of God’s laws. For 
Calvinists, obedience to Christian law became 
the dominating principle of life. Forced to flee 
France, Calvin finally sought safety in Geneva, a 
small, prosperous Swiss city near the French bor- 
der. There, he eventually established a Protestant 
church that closely regulated the citizens’ personal 
and social lives. Elders of the Calvinist church 
governed the city and imposed strict discipline in 
dress, sexual mores, church attendance, and busi- 
ness affairs; they severely punished irreligious and 
sinful behavior. Prosperous merchants as well as 
small shopkeepers saw in Calvinism doctrines that 
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justified the self-discipline they already exercised in 
their own lives and wished to impose on the un- 
ruly masses. They particularly approved of Calvin’s 
economic views, for he saw nothing sinful in com- 
mercial activities, unlike many Catholic clergy. 

Geneva became the center of international Prot- 
estantism. Calvin trained a new generation of Prot- 
estant reformers of many nationalities, who carried 
his message back to their homelands. Calvin’s Insti- 
tutes of the Christian Religion (1536), in its many 
editions, became (after the Bible) the leading text- 
book of the new theology. In the second half of the 
sixteenth century, Calvin’s theology of predestina- 
tion spread into France, England, the Netherlands, 
and parts of the Holy Roman Empire. 

Calvin always opposed any recourse to vio- 
lence and supported the authority of magistrates. 
Yet when monarchy became their persecutor, his 
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followers felt compelled to resist. Calvinist theo- 
logians became the first political theoreticians of 
modern times to publish cogent arguments for op- 
position to monarchy and eventually for political 
revolution. In France and later in the Netherlands, 
Calvinism became a revolutionary ideology, com- 
plete with an underground organization com- 
posed of dedicated followers who challenged 
monarchical authority. In the seventeenth century, 
the English version of Calvinism—Puritanism— 
performed the same function. Thus, in certain cir- 
cumstances, Calvinism possessed the moral force 
to undermine the claims of the monarchical state 
on the individual. 


France 


Although Protestantism was illegal in France after 
1534, the Protestant minority, the Huguenots, 
grew, becoming a well-organized underground 
movement. Huguenot churches, often under the 
protection of powerful nobles, assumed an increas- 
ingly political character in response to monarch- 
sponsored persecution. French Protestants became 
sufficiently organized and militant to challenge 
their persecutors, King Henry II and the Guise, one 
of the foremost Catholic families in Europe, and 
in 1562 civil war erupted between Catholics and 
Protestants. What followed was one of the most 
brutal religious wars in the history of Europe. In 
1572, on Saint Bartholomew’s Day, the gruesome 
slaughter of thousands of Protestant men, women, 
and children stained the streets with blood. So in- 
tense was the religious hatred at the time that the 
massacre inspired the pope to have a Mass said in 
thanksgiving for a Catholic “victory.” 

After nearly thirty years of brutal fighting 
throughout France, victory went to the Catholic 
side—but barely. Henry of Navarre, a Protestant 
leader, became King Henry IV, though only after 
he agreed to reconvert to Catholicism. Henry es- 
tablished a tentative peace by granting Protestants 
limited toleration. In 1598, he issued the Edict of 
Nantes, the first document in any national state 
that attempted to institutionalize a degree of re- 
ligious toleration. In the seventeenth century, the 
successors of Henry IV (who was assassinated 
in 1610) gradually weakened and then in 1685 
revoked the edict. The theoretical foundations of 
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toleration, as well as its practice, remained tenu- 
ous in early modern Europe. 


England 


The king himself, rather than religious reform- 
ers, initiated the Reformation in England. Henry 
VIII (1509-1547) removed the English church 
from the jurisdiction of the papacy because the 
pope refused to grant him an annulment of his 
marriage to his first wife. The English Reforma- 
tion thus began as a political act on the part of a 
self-confident Renaissance monarch. But the Ref- 
ormation’s origins stretched back into the Middle 
Ages, for England had a long tradition of heresy, 
as well as anticlericalism, rooted in Wycliffe’s ac- 
tions in the fourteenth century. 

When Henry VIII decided that he wanted a 
divorce from the Spanish princess Catherine of 
Aragon, in 1527-1528, the pope ignored his re- 
quest. As the pope stalled, Henry grew more des- 
perate: he needed a male heir and presumed that 
the failure to produce one lay with his wife. At the 
same time, he desired the shrewd and tempting 
Anne Boleyn. Henry VIII arranged to grant himself 
a divorce by severing England from the church. In 
1534, with Parliament’s approval, he had himself 
declared supreme head of the Church of England. 
In 1536, he dissolved the monasteries and seized 
their property, which was distributed or sold to 
his loyal supporters. In most cases, it went to the 
lesser nobility and landed gentry—large landown- 
ers but not nobles. By involving Parliament and 
the gentry, Henry VII turned the Reformation 
into a national movement. Political consider- 
ations, not profound theological differences, were 
at the root of the English Reformation. 

Henry VIII was succeeded by his son, Edward VI 
(1547-1553), a Protestant, who in turn was suc- 
ceeded by Mary (1553-1558), the daughter of 
Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon. A devout 
Catholic, Mary severely persecuted Protestants. 
With the succession of Elizabeth I, Henry’s second 
daughter (by Anne Boleyn), in 1558, England 
again became a Protestant country. Elizabeth’s 
reign, which lasted until 1603, was characterized 
by a heightened sense of national identity and 
the persecution of Catholics, who were deemed 
a threat to national security. Fear of invasion by 


Spain, which was bent on returning England to the 
papacy, contributed to English anti-Catholicism. 
In its customs and ceremonies, the English, or 
Anglican, church as it developed in the sixteenth 
century differed to only a limited degree from the 
Roman Catholicism it replaced. The exact nature 
of England’s Protestantism became a subject of 
growing dispute. Was the Anglican church to be 
truly Protestant? Were its services and churches 
to be simple, lacking in “popish” rites and ritu- 
als and centered on Scripture and sermon? 
Obviously, the powerful Anglican bishops would 
accept no form of Protestantism that might limit 
their privileges, ceremonial functions, and power. 
These issues contributed to the English Revolu- 
tion of the seventeenth century (see Chapter 9). 


The Radical Reformation 


The leading Protestant reformers generally sup- 
ported established political authorities, whether 
they were territorial princes or urban magis- 
trates. For the reformers, human freedom was a 
spiritual, not a political or social, concept. Yet the 
Reformation did help trigger revolts among 
the artisan and peasant classes of Central and 
then Western Europe. By the 1520s, several radi- 
cal reformers arose, often from the lower classes 
of European society. They attempted to chan- 
nel popular religion and folk beliefs into a new 
version of reformed Christianity that spoke di- 
rectly to the temporal and spiritual needs of the 
oppressed. 

Radical reformers proclaimed that God’s will 
was known by his saints—those predestined 
for salvation. They said that the poor would in- 
herit the earth, which at present was ruled by 
the Antichrist; the saint’s task was to purge this 
earth of evil and thus make it ready for Christ’s 
Second Coming. For the radicals, the Scriptures, 
which spoke of God’s love for the wretched and 
lowly, became an inspiration for social revolution. 
Luther, Calvin, and other reformers vigorously 
condemned the social doctrines preached by the 
radical reformers. 

The largest group in the Radical Reformation 
before 1550 has the general name of Anabap- 
tists. Having received the inner light—the mes- 
sage of salvation—Anabaptists felt born anew 
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and yearned to be rebaptized. Anabaptists were 
new Christians, new persons led by the light of 
conscience to seek reform and renewal of all 
institutions in preparation for Christ’s Second 
Coming. 

In 1534, Anabaptists captured the city of 
Minster in Westphalia, near the western border 
of Germany. They seized the property of non- 
believers, burned all books except the Bible, and, 
in a mood of jubilation and sexual excess, openly 
practiced polygamy. All the while, the Anabaptists 
proclaimed that the Day of Judgment was close 
at hand. Provoked by their actions, Lutheran 
Prince Philip of Hesse and his army crushed the 
Anabaptists. 

In early modern Europe, Minster became a 
byword for dangerous revolution. Determined 
to prevent these wild enthusiasts from gaining 
strength in their own territories, princes attacked 
them with ferocity. In Miinster today, the cages 
still hang from the church steeple where the Ana- 
baptist leaders were tortured and left to die as a 
warning to all would-be imitators. 

By the late sixteenth century, many radi- 
cal movements had either gone underground or 
grown quiet. But a century later, during the Eng- 
lish Revolution (1640-1660), the beliefs and po- 
litical goals of the Radical Reformation surfaced 
again, threatening to push the revolution in a di- 
rection that its gentry leaders desperately feared. 
Although the radicals failed in England as well, 
they left a tradition of democratic and antihierar- 
chical thought. The radical assertion that saints, 
who have received the inner light, are the equal of 
anyone, regardless of social status, helped shape 
modern democratic thought. 


THE CATHOLIC RESPONSE 


The Protestant threat impelled the Roman Catho- 
lic church to institute reforms. At first, the energy 
for reform came from ordinary clergy, as well as 
laypeople such as Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556). 
Trained as a soldier, this pious Spanish reformer 
sought to create a new religious order, fusing 
the intellectual excellence of humanism with a 
reformed Catholicism that would appeal to pow- 
erful economic and political groups. Founded 
in 1534, the Society of Jesus, more commonly 
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known as the Jesuits, became the backbone of 
the Catholic Reformation in Southern and West- 
ern Europe. The Jesuits combined traditional 
monastic discipline with a dedication to teach- 
ing and an emphasis on the power of preaching. 
They sought to use both to win converts back to 
the church. 

The Jesuits brought hope: a religious revival 
based on ceremony, tradition, and the power of 
the priest to offer forgiveness. In addition, they 
opened some of the finest schools in Europe. Just 
as the Lutherans in Germany sought to bring lit- 
eracy to the masses so that they might read the 
Bible, the Jesuits sought to bring intellectual en- 
hancement to the laity, especially to the rich and 
powerful. The Jesuits pursued positions as con- 
fessors to princes and urged them to intensify 
their efforts to strengthen the church in their 
territories. 

By the 1540s, the Counter-Reformation 
was well under way. The leaders of this Catho- 
lic movement attacked many of the same abuses 
that had impelled Luther to speak out, but they 
avoided a break with the doctrinal and spiritual 
authority of the clergy. The Counter-Reformation 
also took aggressive and hostile measures against 
Protestantism. The church tried to counter the 
popular appeal of Protestantism by emphasiz- 
ing spiritual renewal through faith, prayer, and 
religious ceremony. It also resorted to sterner 
means. The Inquisition—the church court dealing 
with heretics—expanded its activities, and wher- 
ever Catholic jurisdiction prevailed, unrepentant 
Protestant heretics were subject to death or im- 
prisonment. Catholics did not hold a monopoly 
on persecution: wherever Protestantism obtained 
official status—in England, Scotland, and Geneva, 
for instance—Catholics or religious radicals at 
times faced persecution. 

One of the Catholic church’s main tools was 
censorship. By the 1520s, the impulse to censor 
and burn dangerous books intensified dramati- 
cally as the church tried to prevent the spread of 
Protestant ideas. In the rush to eliminate heretical 


< Map 8.1 The Protestant and Catholic 
Reformations Europe fractured into competing 
camps, and religious warfare became a way of life. 
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literature, the church condemned the works of 
reforming Catholic humanists as well as those 
of Protestants. The Index of Prohibited Books 
became an institutional part of the church’s life. 
Over the centuries, the works of many leading 
thinkers were placed on the Index, which was not 
abolished until 1966. 

The Counter-Reformation policies of educa- 
tion, vigorous preaching, church building, per- 
secution, and censorship did succeed in bringing 
thousands of people, Germans and Bohemians 
in particular, back into the church. Furthermore, 
the church implemented some concrete changes 
in policy and doctrine. In 1545, the Council of 
Trent met to reform the church and strengthen 
it for confronting the Protestant challenge. Over 
the many years that it was convened (until 1563), 
the council modified and unified church doctrine; 
abolished many corrupt practices, such as the sell- 
ing of indulgences; and vested final authority in 
the papacy, thereby ending the long and bitter 
struggle within the church over papal author- 
ity. The Council of Trent reaffirmed the church’s 
teaching that both faith and good works were 
necessary for attaining salvation. It passed a de- 
cree that the church would be the final arbiter of 
the Bible. All compromise with Protestantism was 
rejected (not that Protestants were eager for it). 
The Reformation had split Western Christendom 
irrevocably. 


THE REFORMATION AND 
THE MODERN AGE 


The Renaissance broke with medieval artistic 
and literary forms and ushered in a vibrant secu- 
larism and individualism. Like the Renaissance, 
the Reformation drew its inspiration from the 
ancient world. Renaissance humanists and art- 
ists sought to imitate and revive classical art and 
literary forms; Reformation thinkers aspired to 
restore the spiritual purity of early Christianity, 
which preceded the growth of a powerful clergy 
and a dogmatic theology. They used the Gos- 
pels in order to undermine the authority of the 
Church. 

At first glance, the Reformation would 
seem to have renewed the medieval stress on 
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otherworldliness and reversed the direction 
toward secularism taken by the Renaissance. 
Attracted to the ancient Stoic doctrine of the 
autonomous will, Renaissance humanists had 
broken with Augustine’s stern view of original 
sin, a corrupt human nature, and the individu- 
al’s inability to achieve salvation through his or 
her own efforts. Both Luther and Calvin, how- 
ever, saw human beings as essentially depraved 
and corrupt and rejected completely the notion 
that individuals can do something for their own 
salvation; such an assertion of human will, they 
held, revealed a dangerous self-confidence in hu- 
man beings. Whereas the humanists fostered freer 
discussion and criticism, the Reformation, at 
times, degenerated into narrow-mindedness and 
intolerance. 

Yet in several important ways, the Reforma- 
tion contributed to the shaping of modernity. By 
dividing Christendom into Catholic and Prot- 
estant, the Reformation destroyed the religious 
unity of Europe, the distinguishing feature of the 
Middle Ages, and weakened the church, the chief 
institution of medieval society. The Reformation 
promoted religious pluralism, for in addition to 
Lutheranism and Calvinism, various other Protes- 
tant churches, each with its own distinctive traits, 
emerged. 

During the Middle Ages, popes challenged 
and at times dominated kings. By strengthening 
monarchs at the expense of church bodies, the 
Reformation furthered the growth of the modern 
secular and centralized state. Protestant rulers re- 
pudiated all papal claims to temporal authority 
and extended their power over the newly estab- 
lished Protestant churches in their lands. In Cath- 
olic lands, the weakened church was reluctant to 
challenge monarchs, whose support it now needed 
more than ever. This subordination of clerical 
authority to the throne permitted kings to build 
strong centralized states, a characteristic of politi- 
cal life of the modern West. 

Although absolute monarchy was the imme- 
diate beneficiary of the Reformation, indirectly 
Protestantism contributed to the growth of politi- 
cal liberty—another feature of the modern West. 
To be sure, neither Luther nor Calvin cham- 
pioned political freedom. For Luther, a good 
Christian was an obedient subject. Thus, he 
declared that subjects should obey their rulers’ 
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commands: “It is in no wise proper for any- 
one who would be a Christian to set himself up 
against his government, whether it act justly or 
unjustly.”> And again, “Those who sit in the of- 
fice of magistrate sit in the place of God, and their 
judgment is as if God judged from heaven... . 
if the emperor .. . calls me, God calls me.”® 
Calvinists created a theocracy in Geneva that 
closely regulated the citizens’ private lives, and 
Calvin strongly condemned resistance to politi- 
cal authority as wicked. He held that rulers were 
selected by God and that punishment of bad rul- 
ers belonged only to God and not to the ruler’s 
subjects. 

Nevertheless, the Reformation also provided a 
basis for challenging monarchs. Some Protestant 
theorists, mainly Calvinists, supported resistance 
to political authorities whose edicts, they believed, 
contravened God’s law as expressed in the Bible. 
This religious justification for revolution against 
tyrannical rule helped fuel the resistance of Eng- 
lish Calvinists, or Puritans, to the English monar- 
chy in the seventeenth century. 

The Reformation advanced the idea of equal- 
ity. Equality is rooted in the Judeo-Christian belief 
that all people are the creatures of a single God. 
In two important ways, however, medieval soci- 
ety contravened the principle of equality. First, 
feudalism stressed hereditary distinctions between 
nobles and commoners. Medieval society was hi- 
erarchical, arranged in an ascending order of legal 
ranks, or estates: commoners, nobles, and clergy. 
Second, the medieval church taught that only the 
clergy could administer the sacraments, which 
provided people with the means of attaining sal- 
vation; for this reason, they were superior to the 
laity. Luther, in contrast, held that there was no 
spiritual distinction between the laity and the 
clergy. There was a spiritual equality of all believ- 
ers: all were equally Christian; all were equally 
priests. 

The Reformation also contributed to the cre- 
ation of an individualistic ethic, which character- 
izes the modern world. Since Protestants, unlike 
Catholics, had no official interpreter of Scripture, 
the individual bore the awesome responsibility of 
interpreting the Bible according to the dictates 
of his or her conscience. Protestants confronted 
the prospect of salvation or damnation entirely 
on their own. No church provided them with 


security or certainty, and no priesthood inter- 
ceded between them and God. Piety was not 
determined by the church, but by the autonomous 
individual, whose subjective faith or conscience, 
illuminated by God, was the source of judgment 
and authority. 

For the Protestant, faith was personal and 
inward. This new arrangement called for a per- 
sonal relationship between each individual and 
God and called attention to the individual’s inner 
religious capacities. Certain that God had chosen 
them for salvation, many Protestants developed 
the inner self-assurance and assertiveness that 
marks the modern individual. Thus, the Protes- 
tant emphasis on private judgment in religious 
matters and on an inner personal conviction ac- 
centuated the importance of the individual and 
helped to mold a new and distinctly modern 
European. 

The Reformation’s stress on individual con- 
science may have contributed to the development 
of the capitalist spirit, which underlies modern 
economic life. So argued German sociologist Max 
Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism (1904). Weber acknowledged that 
capitalism had existed in Europe before the Ref- 
ormation; merchant bankers in medieval Italian 
and German towns, for example, engaged in capi- 
talistic activities. But, he contended, Protestantism 
(particularly Calvinism) made capitalism more 
dynamic; it produced a new type of individual 
who confidently set out to master himself and his 
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environment. Protestant businesspeople believed 
that they had a religious obligation to prosper, 
and their faith gave them the self-discipline to do 
so. Convinced that prosperity was God’s blessing 
and poverty his curse, Calvinists had a spiritual 
inducement to labor industriously and to avoid 
laziness. 

According to Calvin’s doctrine of predesti- 
nation, God had already determined in advance 
who would be saved; salvation could not be at- 
tained through any worldly actions. Although 
there was no definite way of discovering who 
had received God’s grace, Calvin’s followers 
came to believe that certain activities were signs 
that God was working through them, that they 
had indeed been elected. Thus, Calvinists viewed 
hard work, diligence, dutifulness, efficiency, fru- 
gality, and a disdain for pleasurable pursuits—all 
virtues that contribute to rational and orderly 
business procedures and to business success—as 
signs of election. In effect, Weber argued, Protes- 
tantism—unlike Catholicism—gave religious ap- 
proval to moneymaking and the businesspeople’s 
way of life. Moreover, Calvin’s followers seemed 
to believe that they had attained a special insight 
into their relationship with God; this conviction 
fostered a sense of self-assurance and righteous- 
ness. Protestantism, therefore, produced a highly 
individualistic attitude that valued inner strength, 
self-discipline, and methodical and sober behav- 
ior—necessary traits for a middle class seeking 
business success in a highly competitive world. 


the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by per- 
mission. All rights reserved. 


4. John Dillenberger, ed., Martin Luther: Selections 
from His Writings (Garden City, N.Y.: Double- 
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5. Quoted in George H. Sabine, A History of 
Political Thought (New York: Holt, Rinehart 
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Political and Economic 
Transformation: National 
States, Overseas Expansion, 
Commercial Revolution 


Toward the Modern State 
Hapsburg Spain 
The Growth of French Power 


The Growth of Limited Monarchy and Constitutionalism 
in England 


The Holy Roman Empire: The Failure to Unify Germany 
European Expansion 

Black Slavery and the Slave Trade 

The Price Revolution 

The Expansion of Agriculture 

The Expansion of Trade and Industry 

The Fostering of Mercantile Capitalism 


Toward a Global Economy 


ING IRM OUIATEIOTRS 


1. What are key features of the modern state? In what ways did early modern 
kings help shape the modern state? 


2. Why did England move in the direction of parliamentary government while 
most countries on the Continent embraced absolutism? Describe the main 


factors. 





3. What were the new forces for expansion operating in early modern Europe? 
4. How did European expansion give rise to an emerging world economy? 


F.. the thirteenth to the seventeenth century, a new and unique 
form of political organization emerged in the West: the dynastic, or na- 
tional, state. It harnessed the material resources of its territory, directed 
the energies of the nobility into national service, and increasingly cen- 
tralized political authority. The national state, a product of dynastic 


consolidation, is the essential political institution of the modern West. 


The disintegration of medieval political forms and the emergence 
of the modern state coincided with the gradual breakdown of the me- 
dieval socioeconomic system, which was based on tradition, hierarchy, 
and orders or estates. In the medieval system, every group—clergy, 
lords, serfs, guild members—occupied a particular place and per- 
formed a specific function. Society functioned best when each person 
fulfilled the role allotted to him or her by God and tradition. Early 
modern times saw the growth of a capitalist market economy whose 
central focus was the self-sufficient individual, striving, assertive, 
and motivated by self-interest. This nascent market economy, greatly 
boosted by the voyages of discovery and the conquest and coloniza- 
tion of other parts of the world, subverted the hierarchically arranged 
and tradition-bound medieval community. Seeking to enrich their trea- 
suries and extend their power, states promoted commercial growth 
and overseas expansion. The extension of European hegemony over 


much of the world was well under way by the eighteenth century. + 





TOWARD THE MODERN STATE 


During the Middle Ages, some kings began to 
forge national states. However, medieval politi- 
cal forms differed considerably from those that 
developed later, in the early modern period. In 
the Middle Ages, kings had to share political 
power with feudal lords, the clergy, free cities, 
and representative assemblies. Central authority 
was tempered by overlapping jurisdictions and 
numerous and competing allegiances. People saw 
themselves as members of an estate—clergy, aris- 
tocracy, or commoners—rather than as subjects 
or citizens of a state. Church theorists envisioned 
Christian Europe as a unitary commonwealth in 
which spiritual concerns prevailed over secular 
authority. According to this view, kings, who re- 
ceived their power from God, must never forget 
their religious obligation to rule in accordance 
with God’s commands as interpreted by the 
clergy. 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
kings successfully asserted their authority over 
competing powers, continuing a trend that had 
begun in the Late Middle Ages. Strong monarchs 
dominated or crushed the parliainents that had 
acted as a brake on royal power during the Middle 
Ages. Increasingly, too, these monarchs subjected 
lords and ecclesiastical authorities to royal con- 
trol. They created a bureaucracy to coordinate the 
activities of the central government. The old me- 
dieval political order dissolved. It had been char- 
acterized on the one hand by feudal particularism 
and the strength of local authorities, and on the 
other by the supranational claims and goals of a 
universal church. Gradually, the national, territo- 
rial state, the hallmark of the modern world, be- 
came the essential political unit. Kings were the 
central figures in the creation of the national state. 
Strong dynastic states were formed wherever mon- 
archs succeeded in subduing local aristocratic and 
ecclesiastical power systems. In their struggle to 
subdue the aristocracy, kings were aided by artil- 
lery; the lords’ castles quickly became obsolete in 
the face of royal siege weapons. Where the mon- 
archs failed, as they did in Germany and Italy, no 
viable states evolved until well into the nineteenth 
century. 

By the early seventeenth century, Europe- 
ans had developed the concept of the state: an 
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autonomous political entity to which its subjects 
owed duties and obligations. The essential prereq- 
uisite for the Western concept of the state, as it 
emerged in the early modern period, was the idea 
of sovereignty. Within its borders, the state was 
supreme; all other institutions, both secular and 
religious, had to recognize the state’s authority. 
The art of governing entailed molding the ambi- 
tions and strength of the powerful and wealthy 
so that they could be harnessed to serve the state. 
Its power growing through war and taxation, the 
state had become the basic unit of political au- 
thority in the West. 

Historically, the modern state has been char- 
acterized by a devotion to the nation and by 
feelings of national pride. A national language 
is used throughout the land, and the people 
have a sense of sharing a common culture and 
history, of being distinct from other peoples. 
There were some signs of growing national feel- 
ing during the sixteenth and seventeenth centu- 
ries, but this feature of the modern state did not 
become a major part of European political life 
until the nineteenth century. During the early 
modern period, devotion was largely given to a 
town, a province, a noble, or to the person of 
the king rather than to the nation, the people 
as a whole. 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 
idea of liberty, now so basic to Western political 
life and thought, was only rarely discussed, and 
then chiefly by Calvinist opponents of absolutism. 
Not until the mid-seventeenth century in England 
was there a body of political thought contending 
that human liberty was compatible with the new 
modern state. In general, despite the English (and 
Dutch) developments, absolutism dominated the 
political structure of early modern Europe. It was 
not until the late eighteenth and nineteenth cen- 
turies that absolutism was widely challenged by 
advocates of liberty. 

The principle of the balance of power, an inte- 
gral part of modern international relations, also 
emerged during early modern times. When one 
state threatened to dominate Europe, as did Spain 
under Philip II and France under Louis XIV, other 
states joined forces and resisted. The fear that 
one state would upset the balance of power and 
achieve European domination pervaded interna- 
tional relations in later centuries. 


Chronology 9.1 «+ Economic and Political Transformations 


1394-1460 Henry the Navigator, prince of Portugal, encourages expansion into Africa 
for gold and his anti-Muslim crusade 


1469 Ferdinand and Isabella begin their rule of Castile and Aragon 
1485 Henry VII begins the reign of the Tudor dynasty in England 
1488 Bartholomeu Dias reaches the tip of Africa 


1492 Christopher Columbus reaches the Caribbean island of Espafiola on his 
first voyage; the Jews are expelled from Spain; Granada, the last Muslim 
kingdom in Spain, is conquered, completing the Reconquest 


1497 Vasco da Gama sails around the Cape of Good Hope (Africa) to India 

1519 Charles V of Spain becomes Hapsburg emperor of the Holy Roman Empire 
1519-1521 Hernando Cortés conquers the Aztecs in Mexico 

1531-1533 Francisco Pizarro conquers the Incas in Peru 


1552 Silver from the New World flows into Europe via Spain, contributing to a 
price revolution 


1556-1598 Philip II of Spain persecutes Jews and Muslims 
1562-1598 Religious wars in France 


1572 Saint Bartholomew's Day Massacre—Queen Catherine of France orders 
thousands of Protestants executed 


1588 English fleet defeats the Spanish Armada 

1598 French Protestants are granted religious toleration by the Edict of Nantes 
1624-1642 Cardinal Richelieu, Louis XIII’s chief minister, determines royal policies 
1640-1660 English Revolution 

1648 Treaty of Westphalia ends the Thirty Years’ War 

1649 Charles I, Stuart king of England, is executed by an act of Parliament 
1649-1660 England is co-ruled by Parliament and the army under Oliver Cromwell 
1660 Charles II returns from exile and becomes king of England 

1685 Louis XIV of France revokes the Edict of Nantes 

1688-1689 Revolution in England: end of absolutism 

1694 Bank of England is founded 


1701 Louis XIV tries to bring Spain under French control 





HAPSBURG SPAIN encompassed Portugal, part of Italy, the Neth- 
erlands, and enormous areas in the New World. 

The Spanish political experience of the sixteenth Spain became an intercontinental empire—the 

century was one of the most extraordinary inthe _ first in the West since Roman times. 

history of modern Europe. Spanish kings built a In the eighth and ninth centuries, the Muslims 

dynastic state that burst through its frontiers and _controlled all of Spain except some tiny Christian 
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kingdoms in the far north. In the ninth century, 
these Christian states began a five-hundred-year 
struggle, the Reconquest, to drive the Muslims 
from the Iberian Peninsula. By the middle of the 
thirteenth century, Granada in the south was all 
that remained of Muslim lands in Spain. This 
long struggle for Christian hegemony in the Ibe- 
rian Peninsula left the Spanish fiercely religious 
and strongly suspicious of foreigners. Despite 
centuries of intermarriage with non-Christians, 
by the early sixteenth century purity of blood 
and orthodoxy of faith became necessary for, 
and synonymous with, Spanish identity. 


Ferdinand and Isabella 


In 1469, Ferdinand, heir to the throne of Aragon, 
married Isabella, heir to the throne of Castile. Al- 
though Ferdinand and Isabella did not give Spain 
a single legal and tax system or a common cur- 
rency, their policies did contribute decisively to 
Spanish unity and might. They broke the power 
of aristocrats, who had operated from their forti- 
fied castles like kings, waging their private wars at 
will; they brought the Spanish church into alliance 
with the state; and in 1492, they drove the Mus- 
lims from Granada, the Muslims’ last territory in 
Spain. The crusade against the Muslim infidels 
accorded with the aims of the militant Span- 
ish church. With a superior army, with the great 
aristocrats pacified, and with the church and the 
Inquisition under monarchical control, the Catho- 
lic kings expanded their interests and embarked 
on an imperialist foreign policy that made Spain 
dominant in the New World. 

The Spanish state and church persecuted both 
Muslims and Jews, who for centuries had contrib- 
uted substantially to Spanish cultural and economic 
life. In 1391, thousands of Jews were massacred 
when anti-Jewish sentiments, fanned by popular 
preachers, turned to violence in major cities. Under 
threat of death, many Jews submitted to baptism. In 
succeeding years, other attacks on Jews led to more 
conversions. A number of these conversos, or New 
Christians, continued to practice the religion of their 
fathers in secret, a situation that appalled clerical au- 
thorities and the devout Ferdinand and Isabella. 

In 1492, in a move to enforce religious uni- 
formity, the crown expelled from Spain Jews 
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who were unwilling to accept baptism. About 
150,000 Jews (some estimates are considerably 
higher) were driven out, including many con- 
versos who opted to stay with their people. The 
thousands of Jews who underwent conversion and 
the conversos who remained were watched by the 
Inquisition—the church tribunal that dealt with 
insincere converts—for signs of backsliding. Death 
by fire, sometimes in elaborate public ceremonies, 
was the ultimate penalty for those of the conver- 
sos and their descendants who were suspected of 
practicing Judaism. Muslims also bore the pain of 
forced conversions and investigations, torture, and 
executions conducted by the Inquisition. Finally, 
in 1609 through 1614, Spain expelled them. 


The Reign of Charles V, King of 
Spain and Holy Roman Emperor 


Dynastic marriage constituted another crucial 
part of Ferdinand and Isabella’s foreign policy. 
They strengthened their ties with the Austrian 
Hapsburg kings by marrying one of their chil- 
dren, Juana (called “the Mad” for her insanity), 
to Philip the Fair, son of Maximilian of Austria, 
the head of the ruling Hapsburg family. Philip 
and Juana’s son Charles inherited the kingdom of 
Ferdinand and Isabella in 1516 and reigned un- 
til 1556. Through his other grandparents, he also 
inherited the Netherlands, Austria, Sardinia, Sic- 
ily, the kingdom of Naples, and Franche Comté 
in eastern France. In 1519, he was elected Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles V. Charles became the 
most powerful ruler in Europe. But his reign saw 
the emergence of political, economic, and social 
problems that eventually led to Spain’s decline. 

Charles’s inheritance was simply too vast to 
be governed effectively, but that was only dimly 
perceived at the time. The Lutheran Reformation 
proved to be the first successful challenge to Haps- 
burg power. It was the first phase of a religious 
and political struggle between Catholic Spain and 
Protestant Europe, a struggle that would domi- 
nate the last half of the sixteenth century. 

The achievements of Charles V’s reign rested 
on the twin instruments of army and bureau- 
cracy. The Hapsburg Empire in the New World 
was vastly extended but, on the whole, effectively 
administered and policed. Out of this sprawling 
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empire, with its exploited native populations, 
came the greatest flow of gold and silver ever wit- 
nessed by Europeans. Constant warfare in Europe, 
coupled with the immensity of the Spanish admin- 
istrative network, required a steady intake of cap- 
ital. In the long run, however, this easy access to 
capital seems to have hurt the Spanish economy. 
There was no incentive for the development of 
domestic industry, bourgeois entrepreneurship, or 
international commerce. 

Moreover, constant war engendered and perpet- 
uated a social order geared to the aggrandizement 
of a military class rather than the development 
of a commercial class. Although war expanded 
Spain’s power in the sixteenth century, it sowed 
the seeds for the financial crises of the 1590s and 
beyond and for the eventual decline of Spain as a 
world power. 


Philip I 


Philip II inherited the throne from his father, 
Charles V, who abdicated in 1556. Charles left 
his son with a vast empire in both the Old World 
and the New. Although this empire had been ad- 
ministered competently enough, it was facing 
the specters of bankruptcy and heresy. A zeal for 
Catholicism ruled Philip’s private conduct and 
infused his foreign policy. In the 1560s, Philip sent 
the largest land army ever assembled in Europe 
into the Netherlands with the intention of crush- 
ing Protestant-inspired opposition to Spanish 
authority. The ensuing revolt of the Netherlands 
lasted until 1609, and the Spanish lost their indus- 
trial heartland as a result of it. 

The Dutch established a republic governed 
by the prosperous and progressive bourgeoisie. 
Rich from the fruits of manufacture and trade in 
everything from tulip bulbs to ships and slaves, 
the Dutch merchants ruled their cities and prov- 
inces with fierce pride. In the early seventeenth 
century, this new nation of only 1.5 million people 
already practiced the most innovative commercial 
and financial techniques in Europe. 

Philip’s disastrous attempt to invade England 
was also born of religious zeal. Philip regarded an 
assault on England, the main Protestant power, as 
a holy crusade against the “heretic and bastard” 
Queen Elizabeth; he particularly resented English 
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assistance to the Protestant Dutch rebels. Sailing 
from Lisbon in May 1588, the Spanish Armada, 
carrying twenty-two thousand seamen and sol- 
diers, met with defeat. More than half of the Span- 
ish ships were destroyed or put out of commission. 
Many ships were wrecked by storms as they tried 
to return to Spain by rounding the coasts of Scot- 
land and Ireland. The defeat had an enormous 
psychological effect on the Spanish, who saw it 
as divine punishment and openly pondered what 
they had done to incur God’s displeasure. 


The End of the Spanish Hapsburgs 


After the defeat of the Armada, Spain gradually 
and reluctantly abandoned its imperial ambitions 
in Northern Europe. The administrative structure 
built by Charles V and Philip II remained strong 
throughout the seventeenth century; neverthe- 
less, by the first quarter of the century, enormous 
weaknesses in Spanish economic and social life 
had surfaced. In 1596, Philip II was bankrupt, his 
vast wealth depleted by the cost of foreign wars. 
Bankruptcy reappeared at various times in the sev- 
enteenth century, while the agricultural economy, 
at the heart of any early modern nation, stagnated. 
The Spanish in their golden age had never paid 
enough heed to increasing domestic production. 

Despite these setbacks, Spain was still capable of 
taking a very aggressive posture during the Thirty 
Years’ War (1618-1648). The Austrian branch of 
the Hapsburg family joined forces with their Span- 
ish cousins, and neither the Swedes and Germans 
nor the Dutch could stop them. Only French par- 
ticipation in the Thirty Years’ War on the Protes- 
tant side tipped the balance decisively against the 
Hapsburgs. Spanish aggression brought no vic- 
tories, and with the Peace of Westphalia (1648), 
Spain officially recognized the independence of the 
Netherlands and severed its diplomatic ties with 
the Austrian branch of the family. 

By 1660, the imperial age of the Spanish Haps- 
burgs had ended. The rule of the Protestant princes 
had been secured in the Holy Roman Empire; the 
largely Protestant Dutch Republic flourished; Por- 
tugal and its colony of Brazil were independent 
of Spain; and dominance over European affairs 
had passed to France. The quality of material life 
in Spain deteriorated rapidly, and the ever-present 


gap between the rich and the poor widened even 
more drastically. The traditional aristocracy and 
the church retained their land and power but 
failed to produce effective leadership. 

The Spanish experience illustrates two aspects 
of the history of the European state. First, the 
state as empire could survive and prosper only 
if the domestic economic base remained sound. 
The Spanish reliance on bullion from its colonies 
and the failure to cultivate industry and reform 
the taxation system spelled disaster. Second, states 
with a vital and aggressive bourgeoisie, such as 
England and Holland, flourished at the expense of 
the regions where the aristocracy and the church 
dominated and controlled society and its mores— 
as in Spain’s situation. The latter social groups 
tended to despise manual labor, profit taking, 
and technological progress. Even though they had 
been created by kings and dynastic families, after 
1700, the major dynastic states were increasingly 
nurtured by the economic activities of merchants 
and traders—the bourgeoisie. Yet the bureaucracy 
of the dynastic states continued to be dominated 
by men drawn from the lesser aristocracy. 


THE GROWTH OF FRENCH POWER 


Although both England and France effectively con- 
solidated the power of their central governments, 
each became a model of a different form of state- 
hood. The English model was a constitutional mon- 
archy in which the king’s power was limited by 
Parliament and the rights of the English people were 
protected by law and tradition. The French model 
emphasized at every turn the glory of the king and, 
by implication, the sovereignty of the state and its 
right to stand above the interests of its subjects. 
France’s monarchy became absolute, and French 
kings claimed that they had been selected by God 
to rule, a theory known as the divine right of kings. 
This theory gave monarchy a sanctity that various 
French kings exploited to enforce their commands 
on the population, including rebellious feudal lords. 

The evolution of the French state was a very grad- 
ual process, completed only in the late seventeenth 
century. In the Middle Ages, the French monarchs 
recognized the rights of representative assemblies— 
the Estates—and consulted with them. These assem- 
blies (whether regional or national) were composed 


The Growth of French Power % 215 


of deputies drawn from the various elites: the clergy, 
the nobility, and, significantly, the leaders of cities 
and towns in a given region. Early modern French 
kings increasingly wrested power from the nobility, 
reduced the significance of the Estates, and elimi- 
nated interference from the church. 


Religion and the French State 


In every emergent state, tension existed between 
the monarch and the papacy. At issue was control 
over the church within that territory—over its per- 
sonnel, its wealth, and, of course, its pulpits, from 
which an illiterate majority learned what their 
leaders wanted them to know not only about re- 
ligious issues but also about submission to civil 
authority. The monarch’s power to make church 
appointments could ensure a complacent church— 
a church willing to preach obedience to royal au- 
thority and to comply on matters of taxes. 

For the French monarchs, centuries of tough 
bargaining with the papacy paid off in 1516, when 
Francis I (1515-1547) concluded the Concordat of 
Bologna. Under this agreement, Pope Leo X per- 
mitted the French king to nominate, and so in effect 
appoint, men of his choice to all the highest offices 
in the French church. The Concordat of Bologna 
laid the foundation for what became known as the 
Gallican church—a term signifying that the Catho- 
lic Church in France was sanctioned and overseen 
by the French kings. Thus, in the early sixteenth 
century, the central government had been strength- 
ened at the expense of papal authority and of tra- 
ditional privileges enjoyed by local aristocracy. 

The Protestant Reformation, however, chal- 
lenged royal authority and threatened the very 
survival of France as a unified state. Fearful that 
Protestantism would undermine his power, 
Francis I declared Protestant beliefs and practices 
illegal and punishable by fines, imprisonment, and 
even execution. Nevertheless, the Protestant minor- 
ity (the Huguenots) grew in strength. From 1562 to 
1598, France experienced waves of religious wars, 
which cost the king control over vast areas of the 
kingdom. The great aristocratic families, the Guise 
for the Catholics and the Bourbons for the Protes- 
tants, drew up armies that scourged the land, killing 
and maiming their religious opponents and dis- 
mantling the authority of the central government. 
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In 1579, extreme Huguenot theorists published 
the Vindiciae contra Tyrannos (A Defense of Lib- 
erty Against Tyrants). This statement, combined 
with a call to action, was the first of its kind in 
early modern times. It justified rebellion against, 
and even the execution of, an unjust king. Euro- 
pean monarchs might claim power and divinely 
sanctioned authority, but by the late sixteenth 
century, their subjects had available the moral and 
theoretical justification for opposing their mon- 
arch’s will, by force if necessary, and this justifica- 
tion rested on Scripture and religious conviction. 
Significantly, this same treatise was translated into 
English in 1648, a year before Parliament publicly 
executed Charles I, king of England. 

The French monarchy foundered in the face 
of this kind of political and religious opposition. 
The era of royal supremacy instituted by Francis I 
came to an abrupt end during the reign of his suc- 
cessor, Henry II (1547-1559). Wed to Catherine 
de’Medici, a member of the powerful Italian bank- 
ing family, Henry occupied himself not with the 
concerns of government but with the pleasures 
of the hunt. The sons who succeeded Henry— 
Francis II (1559-1560), Charles IX (1560-1574), 
and Henry III (1574-1589)—were uniformly weak. 
Their mother, Catherine, who was the virtual ruler, 
ordered the execution of thousands of Protestants 
by royal troops in Paris—the beginning of the infa- 
mous Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre (1572), 
which, with the bloodbath that followed, became a 
symbol of the excesses of religious zeal. 

The civil wars begun in 1562 were renewed in 
the massacre’s aftermath. They dragged on until 
the death of the last Valois king in 1589. The Va- 
lois failure to produce a male heir to the throne 
placed Henry, duke of Bourbon and a Protestant, 
in line to succeed to the French throne. Realiz- 
ing that the overwhelmingly Catholic population 
would not accept a Protestant king, Henry (ap- 
parently without much regret) renounced his ad- 
opted religion and embraced the church. Henry IV 
(1589-1610) granted his Protestant subjects and 
former followers a degree of religious toleration 
through the Edict of Nantes (1598), but they were 
never welcomed into the royal bureaucracy in 
significant numbers. Throughout the seventeenth 
century, every French king attempted to under- 
mine the Protestants’ regional power bases and 
ultimately to destroy their religious liberties. 
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The Consolidation of French 
Monarchical Power 


The defeat of Protestantism as a national force set 
the stage for the final consolidation of the French 
state in the seventeenth century under the great 
Bourbon kings, Louis XIII and Louis XIV. Louis 
XIII (1610-1643) realized that his rule depended 
on an efficient and trustworthy bureaucracy, a 
replenishable treasury, and constant vigilance 
against the localized claims to power by the great 
aristocracy and Protestant cities and towns. Car- 
dinal Richelieu, who served as Louis XIII’s chief 
minister from 1624 to 1642, became the great 
architect of French absolutism. 

Richelieu’s morality rested on one absolute 
principle, embodied in a phrase he invented: rai- 
son d’état, reason of state. Richelieu sought to 
serve the state by bringing under the king’s con- 
trol the disruptive and antimonarchical elements 
within French society. He increased the power of 
the central bureaucracy, attacked the power of inde- 
pendent and often Protestant towns and cities, and 
persecuted the Huguenots. Above all, he humbled 
the great nobles by limiting their effectiveness as 
councilors to the king and prohibiting their tradi- 
tional privileges, such as settling grievances through 
a duel rather than through court action. Reason 
of state also guided Richelieu’s foreign policy. It 
required that France turn against Catholic Spain 
and enter the war that was raging at the time in 
the Holy Roman Empire on the Protestant—and 
hence anti-Spanish—side. France’s entry into the 
Thirty Years’ War produced a decisive victory for 
French power on the Continent. 

Richelieu died in 1642, and Louis XIII the fol- 
lowing year. Cardinal Mazarin, who took charge 
during the minority of Louis XIV (who was 
five years old when Louis XIII died), continued 
Richelieu’s policies. Mazarin’s heavy-handed ac- 
tions produced a rebellious reaction, the Fronde, a 
series of street riots that lasted from 1648 to 1653 
and that for a time cost the government control 
over Paris. Centered in Paris and supported by the 
great aristocracy, the courts, and the city’s poorer 
classes, the Fronde threatened to develop into a 
full-scale uprising. It might have done so but for 
one crucial factor: its leadership was divided. 
Court judges (lesser nobles who had often just 
risen from the ranks of the bourgeoisie) deeply 
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THE ROYAL PALACE OF VERSAILLES. Immense and grand, Versailles was the wonder 
of the age. Like the person of the king, it said to his subjects: I am grandeur incarnate. 
Even by today’s standards, it is an impressive building, both inside and out. 


distrusted the great aristocrats and refused in the 
end to make common cause with them, and both 
groups feared disorders among the urban masses. 

When Louis XIV finally assumed responsibility 
for governing in 1661, he vowed that the events he 
had witnessed as a child during the Fronde would 
never be repeated. In the course of his reign, he 
achieved the greatest degree of monarchical power 
held during the early modern period. No absolute 
monarch in Western Europe, before or at that time, 
had so much personal authority or commanded 
such a vast and effective military and administra- 
tive machine. Louis XIV’s reign represents the cul- 
mination of the process of increasing monarchical 
authority that had been under way for centuries. 
Intelligent, cunning, and possessing a unique un- 
derstanding of the requirements of his office, 
Louis XIV worked long hours at being king, and 
he never undertook a venture without an eye to 
his personal grandeur. The sumptuous royal palace 
at Versailles was built for that reason; similarly, 


etiquette and style were cultivated there on a scale 
never before seen in any European court. 

When Mazarin died, Louis XIV did away with 
the office of first minister; he would rule France 
alone. The great nobles, “princes of the blood,” 
enjoyed great social prestige but exercised decreas- 
ing political influence. Louis XIV treated the aris- 
tocrats to elaborate rituals, processions, displays, 
and banquets; amid all the clamor, however, their 
political power dwindled. 

Louis XIV’s domestic policies centered on his 
incessant search for new revenues. Not only the 
building of Versailles but also wars cost money, and 
Louis XIV waged them to excess. To raise capital, 
he used the services of Jean Baptiste Colbert, a 
brilliant administrator who improved the methods 
of tax collecting, promoted new industries, and 
encouraged international trade. Operating with 
a total bureaucracy of about a thousand officials 
and no longer bothering even to consult the par- 
lements or Estates, Louis XIV ruled absolutely in 
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accordance with the principle of divine right—that 
the monarch is selected to rule by God. 

Yet Louis XIV’s system was fatally flawed. 
Without any effective check on his power and on 
his dreams of international conquest, no limit was 
imposed on the state’s capacity to make war or 
on the ensuing national debt. Louis XIV coveted 
vast sections of the Holy Roman Empire; he also 
sought to curb Dutch commercial prosperity and 
had designs on the Spanish Netherlands (roughly 
Belgium and Luxembourg). By the 1680s, his 
domestic and foreign policies turned violently 
aggressive. In 1685, he revoked the Edict of Nantes, 
forcing many of the country’s remaining Protes- 
tants to flee. In 1689, he embarked on a military 
campaign to secure territory from the Holy Roman 
Empire. And in 1701, he tried to bring Spain un- 
der the control of the Bourbon dynasty. Louis XIV, 
however, underestimated the power of his north- 
ern rivals, England and the Netherlands. Their 
combined power, in alliance with the Holy Roman 
Empire and the Austrians, defeated his ambitions. 

Louis XIV’s participation in these long wars 
emptied the royal treasury. By the late seventeenth 
century, taxes had risen intolerably, and they were 
levied mostly on those least able to pay—the peas- 
ants. Absolutism also meant increased surveillance 
of the population. Royal authorities censored 
books; spied on suspected heretics, Protestants, 
and freethinkers; and tortured and executed op- 
ponents of state policy. 

In the France of Louis XIV, the dynastic state 
had reached maturity and had begun to display 
some of its classic characteristics: centralized bu- 
reaucracy, royal patronage to enforce allegiance, 
a system of taxation universally but inequitably 
applied, and suppression of political opposition 
either through the use of patronage or if neces- 
sary through force. Another important feature was 
the state’s cultivation of the arts and sciences as a 
means of increasing national power and prestige. 
Together, these policies enabled the French monar- 
chy to achieve political stability, enforce a uniform 
system of law, and channel the country’s wealth and 
resources into the service of the state as a whole. 

Yet at his death in 1715, Louis XIV left his 
successors a system of bureaucracy and taxation 
that was vastly in need of overhaul but was still 
locked into the traditional social privileges of the 
church and nobility to an extent that made reform 
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virtually impossible. The pattern of war, excessive 
taxation of the lower classes, and expenditures 
that surpassed revenues had severely damaged 
French finances. Failure to reform the system led 
to the French Revolution of 1789. 


THE GROWTH OF LIMITED 
MONARCHY AND 
CONSTITUTIONALISM IN ENGLAND 


In 1066, William, duke of Normandy and vassal to 
the French king, had invaded and conquered Eng- 
land, acquiring at a stroke the entire kingdom. In 
succeeding centuries, English monarchs continued 
to strengthen central authority and to tighten the 
bonds of national unity. At the same time, how- 
ever, certain institutions and traditions evolved— 
common law, Magna Carta, and Parliament—that 
checked royal power and protected the rights of 
the English people. 

Central government in England was threatened 
after the Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453), when 
English aristocrats brought back from France a 
taste for warfare. In the ensuing civil war—the War 
of the Roses (1455-1485)—gangs of noblemen 
with retainers roamed the English countryside, 
and lawlessness prevailed for a generation. Only 
in 1485 did the Tudor family emerge triumphant. 


The Tudor Achievement 


Victory in the civil war allowed Henry VII (1485- 
1509) to begin the Tudor dynasty. Henry VII’s goal 
was to check the unruly nobility. To this end, he 
brought commoners into the government. These 
commoners, unlike the great magnates, could be 
channeled into royal service because they craved 
what the king offered: financial rewards and el- 
evated social status. Although they did not fully 
displace the aristocracy, commoners were brought 
into Henry VII’s inner circle, into the Privy Coun- 
cil, and into the courts. The strength and effi- 
ciency of Tudor government were shown during 
the Reformation, when Henry VIII (1509-1547) 
made himself head of the English church. 

The Protestant Reformation in England was 
a revolution in royal, as well as ecclesiastical, 
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Henry VIII. Although the ruler of a second- 
rate power, Henry VIII sought to impress upon his 
subjects that he was a new and powerful monarch. 
He sought to compete in style, if not in power, with 
the French and the Spanish kings. 


government. It attacked and defeated the main ob- 
stacle to monarchical authority: the power of the 
papacy. However, no change in religious practice 
could be instituted by the monarchy alone. Parlia- 
ment’s participation in the Reformation gave it a 
greater role and sense of importance than it had 
ever possessed in the past. 

At Henry VIII’s death, the Tudor bureaucracy 
and centralized government were strained to the 
utmost, yet they survived. The government weath- 
ered the reign of Henry’s sickly son Edward VI 
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(1547-1553) and the extreme Protestantism of 
some of his advisers; it also survived the brief and 
deeply troubled reign of Henry’s first daughter, 
Mary (1553-1558), who attempted to return 
England to Catholicism. At Mary’s death, England 
had come dangerously close to the religious insta- 
bility and sectarian tension that undermined the 
French kings during the final decades of the six- 
teenth century. 

Henry’s second daughter, Elizabeth I, became 
queen in 1558 and reigned until her death in 1603. 
The Elizabethan period was characterized by a 
heightened sense of national identity. The English 
Reformation enhanced that sense, as did the in- 
creasing fear of foreign invasion by Spain. That 
fear was abated only by the defeat of the Spanish 
Armada in 1588. In the seventeenth century, the 
English would look back on Elizabeth’s reign as 
a golden age. It was the calm before the storm: 
a time when a new commercial class was formed 
that, in the seventeenth century, would demand a 
greater say in government operations. 

Religion played a vital role in this realign- 
ment of political interests and forces. Much of 
the old aristocracy clung to the Anglicanism of 
the Henrican Reformation and in some cases to 
Catholicism. The newly risen gentry found in 
the Protestant Reformation of Switzerland and 
Germany a form of religious worship more suited 
to their independent and entrepreneurial spirit. 
Many of them embraced Puritanism, the English 
version of Calvinism. 


The English Revolution, 1640-1660 
and 1688-1689 


The forces threatening established authority were 
dealt with ineffectively by the first two Stuart 
kings, James I (1603-1625) and Charles I (1625- 
1649). Like their Continental counterparts, both 
believed in royal absolutism, and both preached, 
through the established church, the doctrine of the 
divine right of kings. James I angered Parliament 
by conducting foreign policy without consulting 
it. The conflict between Parliament and Charles | 
centered on taxes and religion. 

Badly needing funds in order to wage war, 
Charles I exacted “forced loans” from subjects 
and imprisoned without a specific charge those 
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who would not pay. Fearing that such arbitrary 
behavior threatened everyone’s property and per- 
son, Parliament struck back. In 1628, it refused to 
grant Charles I tax revenues unless he agreed to 
the Petition of Right, which stated that the king 
could not collect taxes without Parliament’s con- 
sent or imprison people without a specific charge. 
Thus, the monarch had to acknowledge formally 
the long-established traditions protecting the 
rights of the English people. 

Nevertheless, tensions between the throne and 
Parliament persisted, and in 1629 Charles I dis- 
solved Parliament, which would not meet again 
for eleven years. What forced him to reconvene 
Parliament in 1640 was his need for funds to de- 
fend the realm against an invasion from Scotland. 
The conflict stemmed from Archbishop William 
Laud’s attempt, approved by Charles I, to impose 
a common prayer book on Scottish Calvinists, or 
Presbyterians. Infuriated by this effort to impose 
Anglican liturgy on them, Scottish Presbyterians 
took up arms. The Long Parliament—so called be- 
cause it was not disbanded until 1660—abolished 
the extralegal courts and commissions that had 
been used by the king to try opponents, provided 
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for regular meetings of Parliament, and strength- 
ened Parliament’s control over taxation. When 
Puritan members pressed to reduce royal author- 
ity even more and to strike at the power of the 
Anglican Church, a deep split occurred in Parlia- 
ment’s ranks: Puritans and all-out supporters of 
parliamentary supremacy were opposed by Angli- 
cans and supporters of the king. The ensuing civil 
war was directed by Parliament, financed by taxes 
and the merchants, and fought by the New Model 
Army led by Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658), a Pu- 
ritan squire who gradually realized his potential 
for leadership. 

Parliament’s rich supporters financed the New 
Model Army, gentlemen farmers led it, and reli- 
gious zealots filled its ranks, along with the usual 
cross section of poor artisans and day laborers. 
This army defeated the king, his aristocratic fol- 
lowers, and the Anglican Church’s hierarchy. In 
January 1649, Charles I was publicly executed 
by order of Parliament. During the interregnum 
(time between kings), which lasted eleven years, 
one Parliament after another joined with the army 
to govern the country as a republic. In the distri- 
bution of power between the army and Parlia- 
ment, Cromwell proved to be a key element. He 
had the support of the army’s officers and some 
of its rank and file, and he had been a member of 
Parliament for many years. His control over the 
army was secured, however, only after its rank 
and file was purged of radicals, drawn largely 
from the poor. Some of these radicals wanted to 
level society, that is, to redistribute property and 
to give the vote to all male citizens. 

Cromwell’s death left the country without ef- 
fective leadership. Parliament, having secured the 
interests of its constituency (gentry, merchants, 
and some small landowners), chose to restore 
court and crown and invited the exiled son of the 
executed king to return to the kingship. Having 
learned the lesson his father had spurned, Charles II 
(1660-1685) never restored royal absolutism. 

But Charles’s brother, James II (1685-1688), 
was a foolishly fearless Catholic and admirer of 
French absolutism. He gathered at his court a co- 
terie of Catholic advisers and supporters of royal 
prerogative and attempted to bend Parliament 
and local government to the royal will. James II’s 
Catholicism was the crucial element in his failure. 
The Anglican Church would not back him, and 
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political forces similar to those that in 1640 had 
rallied against his father, Charles I, descended 
on him. The ruling elites, however, had learned 
their lesson back in the 1650s: civil war would 
produce social discontent among the masses. The 
upper classes wanted to avoid open warfare and 
preserve the monarchy, but as a constitutional 
authority, not an absolute one. Puritanism, with 
its sectarian fervor and its dangerous associa- 
tion with republicanism, was allowed to play no 
part in this second and last phase of the English 
Revolution. 

In early 1688, Anglicans, some aristocrats, and 
opponents of royal prerogative formed a conspir- 
acy against James II. Their purpose was to invite 
his son-in-law, William of Orange, stadholder 
(head) of the Netherlands and husband of James’s 
Protestant daughter Mary, to invade England and 
rescue its government from James’s control. Hav- 
ing lost the loyalty of key men in the army, pow- 
erful gentlemen in the counties, and the Anglican 
Church, James II fled the country, and William 
and Mary were declared king and queen by act of 
Parliament. 

This bloodless revolution—sometimes called 
the Glorious Revolution—created a new politi- 
cal and constitutional reality. Parliament secured 
its rights to assemble regularly and to vote on all 
matters of taxation; the rights of habeas corpus 
and trial by jury (for men of property and social 
status) were also secured. These rights were in 
turn legitimated in a constitutionally binding doc- 
ument, the Bill of Rights (1689). All Protestants, 
regardless of their sectarian bias, were granted 
toleration. 

The English Revolution, in both its 1640 and its 
1688 phases, secured English parliamentary gov- 
ernment and the rule of law. Eventually, the mo- 
narchical element in that system would yield to the 
power and authority of parliamentary ministers 
and state officials. The Revolution of 1688-1689 
was England’s last revolution. In the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, parliamentary institu- 
tions would be gradually and peacefully reformed 
to express a more democratic social reality. The 
events of 1688-1689 have rightly been described 
as “the year one,” for they fashioned a system of 
government that operated effectively in Britain 
and could also be transplanted elsewhere with 
modification. The British system became a model 
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for other forms of representative government, 
adopted in France and in the former British colo- 
nies, beginning with the United States. 


THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE: THE 
FAILURE TO UNIFY GERMANY 


In contrast to the experience of the French, Eng- 
lish, Spanish, and Dutch in the early modern 
period, the Germans failed to achieve national 
unity. This failure is tied to the history of the Holy 
Roman Empire. That union of various distinct 
Central European territories was created in the 
tenth century when Otto J, in a deliberate attempt 
to revive Charlemagne’s empire, was crowned em- 
peror of the Romans. Later, the title was changed 
to Holy Roman Emperor, with the kingdom con- 
sisting mainly of German-speaking principalities. 

Most medieval Holy Roman Emperors busied 
themselves not with administering their territories 
but with attempting to gain control of the rich 
Italian peninsula and with challenging the rival 
authority of various popes. In the meantime, the 
German nobility extended and consolidated their 
rule over their peasants and over various towns 
and cities. The feudal aristocracy’s power re- 
mained a constant obstacle to German unity. 

In the medieval and early modern periods, the 
Holy Roman Emperors were dependent on their 
most powerful noble lords—including an arch- 
bishop or two—because the office of emperor was 
elective rather than hereditary. German princes, 
some of whom were electors—for instance, the 
archbishops of Cologne and Mainz, the Hohen- 
zollern elector of Brandenburg, the landgrave of 
Hesse, and the duke of Saxony—were fiercely in- 
dependent. All belonged to the empire, yet all re- 
garded themselves as autonomous powers. These 
decentralizing tendencies were highly developed 
by the fifteenth century. 

The Hapsburgs had maneuvered themselves 
into a position from which they could monopo- 
lize the imperial elections. The centralizing efforts 
of the Hapsburg Holy Roman Emperors Maxi- 
milian I (1493-1519) and Charles V (1519-1556) 
were impeded by the Reformation, which bol- 
stered the Germans’ already strong propensity for 
local independence. The German nobility were 
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all too ready to use the Reformation as a vindi- 
cation of their local power, and indeed, Luther 
made just such an appeal to their interests. War 
raged in Germany between the Hapsburgs and 
the Protestant princes, united for mutual protec- 
tion in the Schmalkaldic League. The Treaty of 
Augsburg (1555) conferred on every German 
prince the right to determine the religion of his 
subjects. The princes retained their power, and a 
unified German state was never constructed by 
the Hapsburgs. Religious disunity and the partic- 
ularism and provinciality of the German nobility 
prevented its creation. 

When an exhausted Emperor Charles V ab- 
dicated in 1556, he gave his kingdom to his son 
Philip and his brother Ferdinand. Philip inherited 
Spain and its colonies, as well as the Netherlands, 
and Ferdinand acquired the Austrian territories; 
two branches of the Hapsburg family were thus 
formed. Throughout the sixteenth century, the 
Austrian Hapsburgs barely managed to control 
the sprawling and deeply divided German territo- 
ries. However, they never missed an opportunity 
to further the cause of Catholicism and to strike 
at the power of the German nobility. 

No Hapsburg was ever more fervid in that re- 
gard than the Jesuit-trained Archduke Ferdinand II, 
who ascended the throne in Vienna in 1619. His 
policies provoked a war within the empire that 
engulfed the whole of Europe: the Thirty Years’ 
War. It began when the Bohemians, whose anti- 
Catholic tendencies could be traced back to Jan 
Hus, tried to put a Protestant king on their throne. 
The Austrian and Spanish Hapsburgs reacted by 
sending an army into the kingdom of Bohemia, 
and suddenly, the whole empire was forced to 
take sides along religious lines. Bohemia suffered 
an almost unimaginable devastation; the ravaging 
Hapsburg army sacked and burned three-fourths 
of the kingdom’s towns and practically extermi- 
nated its aristocracy. 

Until the 1630s, it looked as if the Hapsburgs 
would be able to use the war to enhance their 
power and promote centralization. But the inter- 
vention of Protestant Sweden, led by Gustavus 
Adolphus and encouraged by France, wrecked 
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Hapsburg ambitions. The ensuing military con- 
flict devastated vast areas of Northern and Cen- 
tral Europe. The civilian population suffered 
untold hardships. Partly because the French 
finally intervened directly, the Spanish Haps- 
burgs emerged from the Thirty Years’ War with 
no benefits. The Treaty of Westphalia gave the 
Austrian Hapsburgs firm control of the eastern 
states of the kingdom, with Vienna as their capi- 
tal. Austria took shape as a dynastic state, while 
the German territories in the empire remained 
fragmented by the independent interests of the 
feudal nobility. 


EUROPEAN EXPANSION 


The emergence of the modern state paralleled 
the gradual disintegration of traditional medieval 
socioeconomic forms. Medieval society was di- 
vided into three principal groups—clergy, lords, 
and peasants. It was believed that this hierarchi- 
cally arranged social order worked best when 
each social group performed a specific function 
ordained by God: the clergy led according to 
God’s commands; the aristocracy, guided by the 
church, defended Christian interests; and the peas- 
ants toiled to provide sustenance for themselves 
and their superiors. The focus was on a social 
group performing its proper role, the one assigned 
to it by God and tradition. In early modern times 
a capitalist market economy arose whose fo- 
cus was not on the group but on the individual 
motivated by self-interest. A new European was 
emerging, striving, assertive, and willing to break 
with traditional social forms in order to succeed 
in the market place. The nascent market economy 
was greatly aided by the expansion of trade and 
wealth resulting from the voyages of discovery 
and the conquest and colonization of the New 
World. 

During the period from 1450 to 1750, West- 
ern Europe entered an era of overseas exploration 
and economic expansion that transformed society. 
European adventurers discovered a new way to 
reach the rich trading centers of India by sailing 
around Africa. They also conquered, colonized, 
and exploited a new world across the Atlantic. 
These discoveries and conquests brought about an 
extraordinary increase in business activity and the 
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supply of money, which stimulated the growth of 
capitalism. People’s values changed in ways that 
were alien and hostile to the medieval outlook. 
By 1750, the model Christian in northwestern 
Europe was no longer the selfless saint but the en- 
terprising businessman. The era of secluded man- 
ors and walled towns was drawing to a close. A 
world economy was emerging in which European 
economic life depended on the market in Eastern 
spices, African slaves, and American silver. During 
this age of exploration and commercial expan- 
sion, Europe generated a peculiar dynamism un- 
matched by any other civilization. A process was 
initiated that by 1900 would give Europe mastery 
over most of the globe and wide-ranging influence 
over other civilizations. 


Forces Behind the Expansion 


A combination of forces propelled Europeans out- 
ward and enabled them to dominate Asians, Afri- 
cans, and American Indians. European monarchs, 
merchants, and aristocrats fostered expansion for 
power and profit. As the numbers of the landed 
classes exceeded the supply of available land, the 
sons of the aristocracy looked beyond Europe 
for the lands and fortunes denied them at home. 
Nor was it unnatural for them to try to gain these 
things by plunder and conquest; their ancestors 
had done the same thing for centuries. 

Merchants and shippers also had reason to 
look abroad. Trade between Europe, Africa, and 
the Orient had gone on for centuries, but always 
through intermediaries, who increased the costs 
and decreased the profits on the European end. 
Gold from the riverbeds of West Africa had been 
transported across the Sahara by Arab nomads. 
Spices had been shipped from India and the East 
Indies by way of Muslim and Venetian merchants. 
Western European merchants now sought to 
break those monopolies by going directly to the 
source: to West Africa for gold, slaves, and pepper, 
and to India for pepper, spices, and silks. 

The centralizing monarchical state was an im- 
portant factor in the expansion. Monarchs who 
had successfully established royal hegemony 
at home, like Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain, 
sought opportunities to extend their control over- 
seas. From overseas empires came gold, silver, and 
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commerce, which paid for ever more expensive 
royal government at home and for war against 
rival dynasties both at home and abroad. 

Religion helped in the expansion because 
the crusading tradition was well established— 
especially on the Iberian Peninsula, where a 
five-hundred-year struggle, known as the Recon- 
quest, to drive out the Muslims had taken place. 
Cortés, the Spanish conqueror of Mexico, for ex- 
ample, saw himself as following in the footsteps 
of Paladin Roland, the great medieval military 
hero who had fought to drive back Muslims and 
pagans. Prince Henry the Navigator (see the next 
section) hoped that the Portuguese expansion into 
Africa would serve two purposes: the discovery of 
gold and the extension of Christianity at the ex- 
pense of Islam. 

Not only did the West have the will to expand, 
but it also possessed the technology needed for 
successful expansion, the armed sailing vessel. 
This asset distinguished the West from China and 
the lands of Islam and helps explain why the West, 
rather than Eastern civilizations, launched an age 
of conquest resulting in global mastery. Not only 
were sailing ships more maneuverable and faster 
in the open seas than galleys (ships propelled by 
oars), but the addition of guns below deck that 
could fire on and cripple or sink distant enemy 
ships gave them another tactical advantage. The 
galleys of the Arabs in the Indian Ocean and the 
junks of the Chinese were not armed with such 
guns. In battle, they relied instead on the ancient 
tactic of coming up alongside the enemy vessel, 
shearing off its oars, and boarding to fight on 
deck. 

The gunned ship gave the West naval superi- 
ority from the beginning. The Portuguese, for ex- 
ample, made short work of the Muslim fleet sent 
to drive them out of the Indian Ocean in 1509. 
That victory at Diu, off the western coast of In- 
dia, indicated that the West not only had found an 
all-water route to the Orient, but also was there 
to stay. 


The Portuguese Empire 


In the first half of the fifteenth century, a younger 
son of the king of Portugal, named Prince Henry 
the Navigator (1394-1460) by English writers, 
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THE PORTUGUESE IN INDIA. A charming watercolor by a Portuguese traveler in 
India, this painting mixes what to Western eyes was strange and foreign with the 
more familiar. The elephant, the clothes, and the elaborate parasols held high 
by turbaned servants may have seemed exotic, but the hunt, the horse, and the 
hunting dogs had their counterparts in Western European landed society. 


sponsored voyages of exploration and the nautical 
studies needed to undertake them. The Portuguese 
first expanded into islands in the Atlantic Ocean. 
In 1420, they began to settle Madeira and farm 
there, and in the 1430s, they pushed into the Ca- 
naries and the Azores in search of new farmlands 
and slaves for their colonies. In the middle decades 
of the century, they moved down the West African 
coast to the mouth of the Congo River and be- 
yond, establishing trading posts as they went. 

By the end of the fifteenth century, the Portu- 
guese had developed a viable imperial economy 
among the ports of West Africa, their Atlan- 
tic islands, and Western Europe—an economy 
based on sugar, black slaves, and gold. Africans 


panned gold in the riverbeds of central and west- 
ern Africa, and the Portuguese purchased it at its 
source. 

The Portuguese did not stop in western Africa. 
By 1488, Bartholomeu Dias had reached the south- 
ern tip of the African continent; a decade later, 
Vasco da Gama sailed around the Cape of Good 
Hope and across the Indian Ocean to India. By 
discovering an all-water route to the Orient, Por- 
tugal broke the commercial monopoly on Eastern 
goods that Genoa and Venice had enjoyed. With 
this route to India and the islands of the East In- 
dies, the Portuguese found the source of the spices 
needed to make dried, tough meat palatable. 
As they had done along the African coast, they 
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established fortified trading posts—most notably 
at Goa on the western coast of India (Malabar) 
and at Malacca on the Malay Peninsula. 


The Spanish Empire 


Spain stumbled onto its overseas empire, and it 
proved to be the biggest and richest of any until 
the eighteenth century. Christopher Columbus, 
who believed that he could reach India by sail- 
ing west, won the support of Isabella, queen of 
Castile. But on his first voyage (1492), he landed 
on a large Caribbean island, which he named Es- 
pafiola (Little Spain). Within decades, two events 
revealed that Columbus had discovered not a new 
route to the East, but new continents: Vasco Nu- 
fez de Balboa’s discovery of the Pacific Ocean at 
the Isthmus of Panama in 1513, and the circum- 
navigation of the globe (1519-1521) by the ex- 
pedition led by Ferdinand Magellan, which sailed 
through the strait at the tip of South America that 
now bears Magellan’s name. 

Stories of the existence of large quantities of 
gold and silver to the west lured the Spaniards 
from their initial settlements in the Caribbean 
to Mexico. In 1519, Hernando Cortés landed on 
the Mexican coast with a small army; during two 
years of campaigning, he managed to defeat the 
native rulers, the Aztecs, and to conquer Mexico 
for the Spanish crown. A decade later, Francisco 
Pizarro achieved a similar victory over the moun- 
tain empire of the Incas in Peru. 

For good reasons, the Mexican and Peruvian 
conquests became the centers of the Spanish 
overseas empire. First, there were the gold hoards 
accumulated over the centuries by the indigenous 
rulers for religious and ceremonial purposes. 
When these supplies were exhausted, the Span- 
ish discovered silver at Potos’ in Upper Peru in 
1545 and at Zacatecas in Mexico a few years 
later. From the middle of the century, the annual 
treasure fleets sailing to Spain became the finan- 
cial bedrock of Philip II’s war against the Muslim 
Turks and the Protestant Dutch and English. 

Not only gold and silver lured Spaniards to 
the New World. The crusading spirit spurred 
them on as well. The will to conquer and convert 
the pagan peoples of the New World stemmed 
from the crusading tradition developed during 
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the five previous centuries of Spanish history 
in campaigns against the Muslims. The rewards 
were what they had always been: the propaga- 
tion of the true faith, service to the crown, and 
handsome land grants. The land was especially 
attractive in the sixteenth century, for the num- 
ber of hidalgos (lesser nobility) was increasing 
with the general rise in population; as a result, 
the amount of land available to them at home 
was shrinking. 

In the New World, power and land gradually 
became concentrated in fewer and fewer hands. In 
particular, royal officials, their associates, and the 
church gained substantially in wealth and privi- 
lege. As recurrent depressions ruined smaller land- 
owners, they were forced to sell out to their bigger 
neighbors. Upon their conversion to Christian- 
ity, the Indians were persuaded to give more and 
more land to the church. Thus, Spanish America 
became permanently divided between the privi- 
leged elite and the impoverished masses. 

The effects of conquest were severe in other 
ways. Between 1500 and 1600, the number of 
Native Americans shrank from about twenty 
million to little more than two million. The 
major cause of this catastrophe, however, was 
not forced labor but the diseases introduced 
from Europe—dysentery, malaria, hookworm, 
and smallpox—against which the Indians had 
little or no natural resistance. Beginning in the 
1540s, the position of the natives gradually im- 
proved as the crown withdrew grants that gave 
authority over the native population and took 
increasing responsibility for controlling the 
Indians. 


BLACK SLAVERY AND 
THE SLAVE TRADE 


European settlers caused great suffering for an- 
other group: the black slaves originally brought 
over from West Africa. During the long period of 
their dominance in North Africa and the Middle 
East (from the seventh to the nineteenth cen- 
tury), the Muslim states relied on slave labor and 
slave soldiers from black Africa south of the Sa- 
hara. Blacks were captured by Arab slavers and 
African chiefs and transported across the Sahara 


to be sold in the slave markets of North Africa. 
At its height in the eighteenth century, this trans- 
Saharan trade may have risen to some ten thou- 
sand slaves a year. 

But this annual traffic was eventually dwarfed 
by the slave trade between West Africa and the Eu- 
ropean colonies in the New World, which began 
in earnest in the early sixteenth century. As Ro- 
land Oliver notes, “By the end of the seventeenth 
century, stimulated by the growth of plantation 
agriculture in Brazil and the West Indies, Atlantic 
shipments had increased to about thirty thousand 
a year, and by the end of the eighteenth century 
they were nearly eighty thousand.”! 

Captured in raids by African slavers, the 
victims—with their hands tied behind their 
backs and necks connected by wooden yokes 
or chains—marched to the West African coast 
where they were herded into specially built pris- 
ons. These forced marches from the interior, of- 
ten covering a distance of hundreds of miles, left 
the trails littered with dead captives. Probably a 
greater percentage of Africans perished in this 
journey than in the ocean crossing. 

Those accepted for sale were “marked on 
the breast with a red-hot iron, imprinting the 
mark of the French, English or Dutch companies 
so that each nation may distinguish their own 
property.”? Across the centuries, some eleven or 
twelve million blacks in all were exported to the 
New World. Of these, some 600,000 ended up in 
the thirteen colonies of British North America, 
forming the basis of the slave population of the 
new United States at the end of the American 
Revolution. 

The conditions of the voyage from Africa, the so- 
called middle passage, were brutal. Crammed into 
the holds of ships, some 13 to 30 percent of blacks 
died on board. Upon arrival in the New World, 
slaves were greased with palm oil to improve their 
appearance and paraded naked into the auction 
hall for the benefit of prospective buyers, who paid 
top prices for “the strongest, youthfullest, and most 
beautiful.”3 The standard workload for slaves ev- 
erywhere was ten or eleven hours a day, six days a 
week. But some distinction must be made between 
slavery in the American South and elsewhere in 
the New World. In Brazil and the West Indies, 
slaves were worked to exhaustion and death and 
then replaced. Slaves formed a large majority there 
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and were concentrated on very large plantations. 
Revolts were frequent but were always crushed 
and savagely punished. In the American South, 
by contrast, slaves were a minority dispersed over 
relatively small holdings; large plantations were 
few. As a result, revolts and deadly epidemics were 
rare. After 1808, when the United States abol- 
ished the external slave trade, slaveholders could 
not ruthlessly exploit their slaves if they were to 
meet the growing need for workers caused by the 
increasing industrial demand for raw cotton. By 
1830, the slave population of the southern states 
rose through natural increase to more than two 
million, which represented over one-third of all 
slaves in the New World. 

The Atlantic slave trade had grown to such large 
volume by the eighteenth century because fields 
and mines had to be worked, but since the native 
population had been decimated, an enormous la- 
bor shortage existed. Black slaves were imported 
to satisfy the demand. Not only were they plenti- 
ful and cheap to maintain, they were also skilled in 
farming and mining and could withstand tropical 
heat, insects, and disease, including the infections 
brought over from Europe to which the Indians 
had succumbed. 

On the African side, how did suppliers continue 
to meet this growing New World demand? By 1700, 
guns imported from Europe were now commonly 
traded for slaves. With the guns, the West African 
rulers built armies for capturing other peoples to 
sell to the Europeans while protecting themselves 
from being enslaved by rival forces. The desire for 
profit led to the need for more captives to sell for 
still more firearms to take still more slaves. 


THE PRICE REVOLUTION 


Linked to overseas expansion was another phe- 
nomenon: an unprecedented inflation during 
the sixteenth century known as the price revo- 
lution. For example, cereal prices multiplied 
by eight times or more in certain regions in the 
course of that century, and they continued to 
rise, although more slowly, during the first half 
of the seventeenth century. Economic historians 
have generally assumed that the prices of goods 
other than cereals increased by half as much as 
grain prices. 
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Primary Source 


Seventeenth-Century 
Slave Traders: Buying and 
Transporting Africans 


Dealing in slaves was a profitable business that 
attracted numerous entrepreneurs. The following 
account was written by a slave trader in the seven- 
teenth century. 


As the slaves came down to Fida from the in- 
land country, they are put into a booth, or 
prison, built for that purpose, near the beach, 
all of them together; and when the Europeans 
are to receive them, they are brought out into a 
large plain, where the surgeons examine every 
part of every one of them, to the smallest mem- 
ber, men and women being all stark naked. Such 
as are allowed good and sound, are set on the 
one side, and the others by themselves; which 
slaves so rejected are called Mackrons, being 
above thirty five years of age, or defective in 
their limbs, eyes or teeth; or grown grey, or that 
have venereal disease, or any other imperfec- 
tion. These being so set aside, each of the oth- 
ers, which have passed as good, is marked on 
the breast, with a red-hot iron, imprinting the 
mark of the French, English, or Dutch compa- 
nies, that so each nation may distinguish their 
own, and to prevent their being chang’d by the 
natives for worse, as they are apt enough to do. 
In this particular, care is taken that the women, 
as tenderest, be not burnt too hard. 

The branded slaves, after this, are returned 
to their former booth, where the factor [agent] 
is to subsist them at his own charge, which 
amounts to about two-pence a day for each of 
them, with bread and water, which is all their 
allowance. There they continue sometimes 


ten or fifteen days, till the sea is still enough 
to send them aboard; .. . and when it is so, 
the slaves are carried off by parcels, in bar-ca- 
noes, and put aboard the ships in the road. Be- 
fore they enter the canoes, or come out of the 
booth, their former Black masters strip them of 
every rag they have, without distinction of men 
or women.... 

The Blacks of Fida are so expeditious at this 
trade of slaves that they can deliver a thousand 
every month... . If there happens to be no stock 
of slaves at Fida, the factor must trust the Blacks 
with his goods, to the value of a hundred and 
fifty, or two hundred slaves; which goods they 
carry up into the inland, to buy slaves, at all the 
markets, for above two hundred leagues up the 
country, where they are kept like cattle [are kept] 
in Europe; the slaves sold there being generally 
prisoners of war, taken from their enemies, like 
other booty, and perhaps some few sold by their 
own countrymen, in extreme want, or upon a 
famine; so also some as a punishment of heinous 
crimes: tho’ many Europeans believe their par- 
ent sell their own children, men their wives and 
relations, which, if it ever happens, is so seldom, 
that it cannot justly be charged upon a whole na- 
tion, as a custom and common practice. 


Questions for Analysis 


. How, why, and by whom are the slaves 
branded? 

. Who are those called “Black masters,” and 
what role do they play in the slave trade? 

. Where do the slaves come from, and how do 
they initially come to be enslaved? 


Elizabeth Donnan, ed., Documents Illustrative of the Slave 
Trade, 293-294. Copyright © 1935 by Carnegie Institution 
of Washington. Reproduced by permission. 





The main cause of the price revolution was the 
population growth during the late fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. The population of Europe al- 
most doubled between 1460 and 1620. Until the 
middle of the seventeenth century, the number of 
mouths to feed outran the capacity of agriculture 
to supply basic foodstuffs, causing the vast ma- 
jority of people to live close to subsistence. Until 
food production could catch up with the increas- 
ing population, prices, especially those of the 
staple food, bread, continued to rise. 

The other principal cause of the price revo- 
lution was probably the silver that flowed into 
Europe from the New World via Spain, begin- 
ning in 1552. At some point, the influx of silver 
may have exceeded the necessary expansion of 
the money supply and may have begun contrib- 
uting to the inflation. A key factor in the price 
revolution, then, was too many people with too 
much money chasing too few goods. The effects 
of the price revolution were momentous for the 
European economy. 


THE EXPANSION OF AGRICULTURE 


The price revolution had its greatest effect on 
farming. Food prices, which rose roughly twice as 
much as the prices of other goods, spurred ambi- 
tious farmers to take advantage of the situation 
and to produce for the expanding market. The op- 
portunity for profit drove some farmers to work 
harder and manage their land better. 

All over Europe, landlords held their properties 
in the form of manors. A particular type of rural 
society and economy had evolved on these manors 
in the Late Middle Ages. By the fifteenth century, 
much manor land was held by peasant tenants ac- 
cording to the terms of a tenure known in England 
as copyhold. The tenants had certain hereditary 
rights to the land in return for the performance 
of certain services and the payment of certain fees 
to the landlord. Principal among these rights was 
the use of the commons—the pasture, woods, and 
pond. For the copyholder, access to the commons 
often made the difference between subsistence and 
real want because the land tilled on the manor 
might not produce enough to support a family. Ar- 
able land was worked according to ancient custom. 
The land was divided into strips, and each peasant 
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of the manor was traditionally assigned a certain 
number of strips. This whole pattern of peasant 
tillage and rights in the commons was known as 
the open-field system. After changing little for cen- 
turies, it was met head-on by the incentives gener- 
ated by the price revolution. 

In England, landlords aggressively pursued the 
possibilities for profit resulting from the inflation 
of farm prices. This pursuit required far-reaching 
changes in ancient manorial agriculture—changes 
that are called enclosure. The open-field system was 
geared to providing subsistence for the local village 
and, as such, prevented large-scale farming for a dis- 
tant market. In the open-field system, the commons 
could not be diverted to the production of crops for 
sale. Moreover, the division of the arable land into 
strips reserved for each peasant made it difficult to 
engage in profitable commercial agriculture. 

English landlords in the sixteenth century 
launched a two-pronged attack against the open- 
field system in an effort to transform their hold- 
ings into market-oriented, commercial ventures. 
First they denied their tenant peasantry the use of 
the commons, depriving poor tenants of critically 
needed produce; then they changed the conditions 
of tenure from copyhold to leasehold. Whereas 
copyhold was heritable and fixed, leasehold was 
not. When a lease came up for renewal, the land- 
lord could raise the rent beyond the tenant’s ca- 
pacity to pay. Both acts of the landlord forced 
peasants off the manor or into the landlord’s em- 
ploy as farm laborers. With tenants gone, fields 
could be incorporated into larger, more produc- 
tive units. Landlords could hire labor at bargain 
prices because of the swelling population and the 
large supply of peasants forced off the land by 
enclosure. Subsistence farming gave way to com- 
mercial agriculture: the growing of a surplus for 
the marketplace. But rural poverty increased be- 
cause of the mass evictions of tenant farmers. 

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the 
Dutch developed a new kind of farming known 
as convertible husbandry that also expanded pro- 
duction. This farming system employed a series of 
innovations, including the use of soil-restoring le- 
gumes, that replaced the old three-field system of 
crop rotation, which had left one-third of the land 
unused at any given time. The new techniques 
used all the land every year and provided a more 
diversified agriculture. 




















INDIAN WORKERS MINING FOR GOLD, OVERSEEN BY THEIR SPANISH 
Conquerors. The Spanish conquest of the Indians in Latin America filled the 
coffers of Spain with gold and silver. The native population was decimated, 
largely by disease, and most native artifacts were destroyed, regarded by the 
Europeans as heathen work and beneath their consideration. (Gold Mining, from “Santo 


Domingo Past and Present” by Samuel Hazard, pub. 1873 (engraving), Bry, Theodore de (1528-98) (after)/Private Collection/The Bridgeman Art 


Library International.) 


THE EXPANSION OF TRADE 
AND INDUSTRY 


The conditions of the price revolution also caused 
trade and industry to expand. Population growth 
that exceeded the capacity of local food supplies 
stimulated commerce in basic foodstuffs—for 
example, the Baltic trade with Western Europe. 
Equally important as a stimulus to trade and 


industry was the growing income of landlords, 
merchants, and, in some instances, peasants. This 
income created a rising demand for consumer 
goods. Another factor in commercial and indus- 
trial expansion was the growth of the state. With 
increasing amounts of tax revenue to spend, the 
expanding monarchies of the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries bought more and more supplies— 
ships, weapons, uniforms, paper—and so spurred 
economic expansion. 


Innovations in Business 


Markets tended to shift from local to regional or 
even to international—a condition that gave rise 
to the merchant capitalist. The merchant capital- 
ists’ operations, unlike those of local producers, 
extended across local and national boundaries. An 
essential feature of merchant capitalism was the 
putting-out system of production. The manufac- 
ture of woolen textiles is a good example of how 
the system worked. The merchant capitalist would 
buy the raw wool from English landlords, who had 
enclosed their manors to take advantage of the ris- 
ing price of wool. The merchant’s agents collected 
the wool and took it (put it out) to nearby villages 
for spinning, dyeing, and weaving. The work was 
done in the cottages of peasants, many of whom 
had been evicted from the surrounding man- 
ors as a result of enclosure and therefore had to 
take what work they could get at very low wages. 
When the wool had been processed into cloth, it 
was picked up and shipped to market. 

A cluster of other innovations in business life 
accompanied the emergence of the merchant capi- 
talist and the putting-out system. Some of these in- 
novations had roots in the Middle Ages and were 
important in the evolution of the modern capitalist 
economy. Banking operations grew more sophisti- 
cated, making it possible for depositors to pay their 
debts by issuing written orders to their banks to 
make transfers to their creditors’ accounts—the ori- 
gins of the modern check. Accounting methods also 
improved. The widespread use of double-entry book- 
keeping made errors immediately evident and gave a 
clear picture of the financial position of a commer- 
cial enterprise. Very important to overseas expansion 
was a new form of business enterprise known as the 
joint-stock company, which allowed small investors 
to buy shares in a venture. These companies made 
possible the accumulation of the large amounts of 
capital needed for large-scale operations, like the 
building and deployment of merchant fleets, that 
were quite beyond the resources of one person. 


Different Patterns of Commercial 
Development 


England and the Netherlands. In both Eng- 
land and the United Provinces (the Netherlands), 
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the favorable conditions led to large-scale com- 
mercial expansion. In the 1590s, the Dutch de- 
vised a new ship, the fluit or flyboat, to handle 
bulky grain shipments at the lowest possible cost. 
This innovation allowed them to capture the Bal- 
tic trade, which became a principal source of their 
phenomenal commercial expansion between 1560 
and 1660. 

Equally dramatic was their commercial pen- 
etration of the Orient. Profits from the European 
carrying trade built the ships that allowed the 
Dutch first to challenge and then to displace the 
Portuguese in the spice trade with the East Indies 
during the early seventeenth century. The Dutch 
chartered the United East India Company in 1602 
and established trading posts in the islands, which 
were the beginnings of a Dutch empire that lasted 
until World War II. 

The English traded throughout Europe in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, especially 
with Spain and the Netherlands. The seventeenth 
century saw the foundation of a British colonial 
empire along the Atlantic seaboard in North 
America, from Maine to the Carolinas, and in the 
West Indies, where the English managed to dis- 
lodge the Spanish in some places. 

In both England and the Netherlands, govern- 
ment promoted the interests of business. Political 
power in the Netherlands passed increasingly into 
the hands of an urban patriciate of merchants and 
manufacturers, based in cities like Delft, Haarlem, 
and especially Amsterdam. There, urban interests 
pursued public policies that served their pocket- 
books. In England, because of the revolutionary 
transfer of power from the king to Parliament, 
economic policies also reflected the interests 
of big business, whether agricultural or com- 
mercial. Enclosure, for example, was abetted by 
parliamentary enactment. The Bank of England, 
founded in 1694, expanded credit and increased 
business confidence. The Navigation Acts, which 
proved troublesome to American colonists, placed 
restrictions on colonial trade and manufacturing 
in order to prevent competition with English mer- 
chants and manufacturers. 


France and Spain. France benefited from 
commercial and industrial expansion, but not to 
the same degree as England, mainly because of 
the aristocratic structure of French society. Family 
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View OF A SIXTEENTH-CENTURY MARKETPLACE. Market towns were growing 
all over Western Europe after 1500. The increasing population made for brisk 
business in the marketplace. Note the ships in the harbor, the churches, and the 
variety of products available to those who could afford them. 


ties and social intercourse between the aristoc- 
racy and the merchants, like those that developed 
in England, were much less common in France. 
Consequently, the French aristocracy remained 
contemptuous of commerce. Also inhibiting eco- 
nomic expansion were the guilds—remnants of 
the Middle Ages that restricted competition and 
production. In France, there was relatively less 
room than in England for the merchant capitalist 
operating outside the guild structures. 

Spain presents an even clearer example of the 
failure to grasp the opportunities afforded by the 
price revolution. By the third quarter of the six- 
teenth century, Spain possessed the makings of 
economic expansion: unrivaled amounts of capital 
in the form of silver, a large and growing popula- 
tion, rising consumer demand, and a vast overseas 
empire. These factors did not bear fruit because 
the Spanish value system regarded business as 


social heresy. The Spanish held in high esteem gen- 
tlemen who possessed land gained through mili- 
tary service and crusading ardor, which enabled 
them to live on rents and privileges. Commerce 
and industry remained contemptible pursuits. 

Numerous wars in the sixteenth century (with 
France, the Lutheran princes, the Ottoman Turks, 
the Dutch, and the English) put an increasing 
strain on the Spanish treasury, despite the annual 
shipments of silver from the New World. Spain 
spent its resources on maintaining and extending 
its imperial power and Catholicism, rather than 
on investing in economic expansion. In the end, 
the wars cost more than Spain could handle. The 
Dutch for a time and the English and the French 
for a much longer period displaced Spain as the 
great power. The English and the Dutch had taken 
advantage of the opportunities presented by the 
price revolution; the Spanish had not. 
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PEASANT FESTIVAL, 1640, BY DAVID TENIERS THE YOUNGER (1610-1690). This 
scene depicts peasant revelry—the rural village at play. The common folk 
are eating, drinking, and dancing outside what looks like a country tavern. 
Hardworking farmworkers no doubt deserved their day off. Notice in the lower 
left of the picture a small group of gentry who owned the land on which the 
peasants worked. Such landlords indulged the peasants in their merrymaking, 
but warily and only up to a point because they feared the possibility of a riot and 


popular rebellion. 


THE FOSTERING OF MERCANTILE 
CAPITALISM 


The changes described—especially in England 
and the Netherlands—represent a crucial stage in 
the development of the modern economic system 
known as capitalism. This is a system of private 
enterprise: the main economic decisions (what, 
how much, where, and at what price to produce, 
buy, and sell) are made by private individuals in 
their capacity as owners, workers, or consumers. 


From 1450 to 1600, several conditions sus- 
tained the incentive to invest and reinvest—a basic 
factor in the emergence of modern capitalism. One 
was the price revolution stemming from a supply 
of basic commodities that could not keep pace with 
rising demand. Prices continued to climb, creating 
the most powerful incentive of all to invest rather 
than to consume. Why spend now, those with sur- 
plus wealth must have asked, when investment in 
commercial farming, mining, shipping, and pub- 
lishing (to name a few important outlets) is almost 
certain to yield greater wealth in the future? 
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Additional stimuli for investment came from 
governments. Governments acted as giant con- 
sumers, and throughout the early modern period 
their appetites were expanding. Merchants who 
supplied governments with everything from guns 
to frescoes not only prospered but reinvested as 
well because of the constancy and growth of 
government demand. Governments also spon- 
sored new forms of investment, whether to sup- 
ply the debauched taste for new luxuries at the 
king’s court or to meet the requirements of the 
military. Moreover, private investors reaped in- 
calculable advantages from overseas empires. 
Colonies supplied cheap raw materials and 
cheap (slave) labor and served as markets for 
exports. They greatly stimulated the construc- 
tion of both ships and harbor facilities and the 
sale of insurance. 

State policies, known as mercantilism, were 
also aimed at augmenting national wealth and 
power. According to mercantilist theory, wealth 
from trade was measured in gold and silver, of 
which there was believed to be a more or less fixed 
quantity. The state’s goal in international trade 
became to sell more abroad than it bought, that 
is, to establish a favorable balance of payments. 
When the amount received for sales abroad was 
greater than that spent for purchases, the differ- 
ence would be an influx of precious metal into 
the state. By this logic, mercantilists were led to 
argue for the goal of national sufficiency: a coun- 
try should try to supply most of its own needs to 
keep imports to a minimum. 

To fuel the national economy, governments 
subsidized new industries, chartered companies 
to engage in overseas trade, and broke down 
local trade barriers, such as guild regulations 
and internal tariffs. The price revolution, the 
concentration of wealth in private hands, and 
government activity combined to provide the 
foundation for sustained investment and for the 
emergence of mercantile capitalism. This new 
force in the world should not be confused with 
industrial capitalism. The latter evolved with the 
Industrial Revolution in eighteenth-century Eng- 
land, but mercantile capitalism paved the way 
for it. 
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TOWARD A GLOBAL ECONOMY 


The transformations considered in this chapter 
were among the most movements in world his- 
tory. In an unprecedented development, one small 
part of the world, Western Europe, had become 
the lord of the sea-lanes, the master of many lands 
throughout the globe, and the banker and profit 
taker in an emerging world economy. Western 
Europe’s global hegemony was to last well into 
the twentieth century. In conquering and settling 
new lands, Europeans exported Western culture 
around the globe, a process that accelerated in the 
twentieth century. 

The effects of overseas expansion were pro- 
found. The native populations of the New World 
were decimated largely because of disease. As a re- 
sult of the labor shortage, millions of blacks were 
imported from Africa to work as slaves on planta- 
tions and in mines. Black slavery would produce 
large-scale effects on culture, politics, and society 
that have lasted to the present day. 

The widespread circulation of plant and animal 
life also had great consequences. Horses and cattle 
were introduced into the New World. (So amazed 
were the Aztecs to see men on horseback that at first 
they thought horse and rider were one demonic 
creature.) In return, the Old World acquired such 
novelties as corn, the tomato, and, most important, 
the potato, which was to become a staple of the 
Northern European diet. Manioc, from which tapi- 
oca is made, was transplanted from the New World 
to Africa, where it helped sustain the population. 

Western Europe was wrenched out of the sub- 
sistence economy of the Middle Ages and launched 
on a course of sustained economic growth. This 
transformation resulted from the grafting of 
traditional forms, such as primogeniture—the 
system of inheritance by the eldest son—and holy 
war, onto new forces, such as global exploration, 
price revolution, and convertible husbandry. Out 
of this change emerged the beginnings of a new 
economic system, mercantile capitalism. This 
system, in large measure, paved the way for the 
Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries and provided the economic thrust 
for European world predominance. 
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Intellectual Transformation: 
The Scientific Revolution and 
the Age of Enlightenment 
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The Age of Enlightenment: Affirmation of Reason 
and Freedom 


Christianity Assailed: The Search for a Natural Religion 
Political Thought 
Social and Economic Thought 


Conflicts and Politics 


The Enlightenment and the Modern Mentality 


Focus Questions 


1. How did the Scientific Revolution transform the medieval view of the 
universe? 


2. How did the Scientific Revolution contribute to the shaping of the modern 
mentality? 


3. What were the essential concerns of the philosophes of the Enlightenment? 


4. How did the Enlightenment contribute to the shaping of the modern 
mentality? 


G Ex movement toward modernity initiated 


by the Renaissance was greatly advanced by the 
Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century. 
The Scientific Revolution destroyed the medieval 
view of the universe and established the scientific 
method—rigorous and systematic observation 
and experimentation—as the essential means of 
unlocking nature’s secrets. Increasingly, Western 
thinkers maintained that nature was a mechanical 
system governed by laws that could be expressed 
mathematically. The new discoveries electrified 
the imagination. Science displaced theology as the 
queen of knowledge, and reason, which had been 
subordinate to religion in the Middle Ages, as- 
serted its autonomy. The great confidence in rea- 
son inspired by the Scientific Revolution helped 
give rise to the Enlightenment, which explicitly 
rejected the ideas and institutions of the medi- 
eval past and articulated the essential norms of 


>, 


modernity. # 


THE MEDIEVAL VIEW OF 
THE UNIVERSE 


Medieval thinkers had constructed a coherent pic- 
ture of the universe that blended the theories of 
two ancient Greeks, Aristotle and Ptolemy of Alex- 
andria, with Christian teachings.* To the medieval 
mind, the cosmos was a giant ladder, a qualita- 
tive order, ascending toward heaven. God was at 
the summit of this hierarchical universe, and the 
earth, base and vile, was at the bottom, just above 
hell. It was also the center of the universe. In the 
medieval view, the earth’s central location meant 
that the universe centered on human beings, that 
by God’s design, human beings—the only crea- 
tures on whom God had bestowed reason and 
the promise of salvation—were lords of the earth. 
Around the stationary earth revolved seven trans- 
parent spheres, each of which carried one of the 
“planets”—the moon, Mercury, Venus, the sun, 
Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. (Since the earth did not 
move, it was not considered a planet.) The eighth 
sphere, in which the stars were embedded, also 


*See also Chapter 7. 
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revolved about the earth. Beyond the stars was a 
heavenly sphere, the prime mover, that imparted 
motion to the planets and the stars, so that in one 
day the entire celestial system turned around the 
stationary earth. Enclosing the entire system was 
another heavenly sphere, the Empyrean, where 
God sat on his throne, attended by angels. 

Medieval thinkers inherited Aristotle’s view of a 
qualitative universe. Earthly objects were composed 
of earth, water, air, and fire, whereas celestial ob- 
jects, belonging to a higher world, were composed 
of ether or quintessence—an element too pure and 
perfect to be found on earth, which consisted of 
base matter. In contrast to earthly objects, heavenly 
bodies were incorruptible; that is, they experienced 
no change. Since the quintessential heavens dif- 
fered totally from earth, the paths of planets could 
not follow the same laws that governed the mo- 
tion of earthly objects. This two-world orientation 
blended well with the Christian outlook. 

Like Aristotle, Ptolemy held that planets moved 
around the earth in perfect circular orbits and at 
uniform speeds. However, in reality, the path of 
planets is not a circle but an ellipse, and planets 
do not move at uniform speed but accelerate as 
they approach the sun. Therefore, problems arose 
that required Ptolemy to incorporate into his sys- 
tem certain ingenious devices that earlier Greek 
astronomers had employed. For example, to save 
the appearance of circular orbits, Ptolemy made 
use of epicycles, small circles attached to the rims 
of larger circles. A planet revolved uniformly 
around the small circle, the epicycle, which in 
turn revolved about the earth in a larger circle. If 
one ascribed a sufficient number of epicycles to 
a planet, the planet could seem to move in a per- 
fectly circular orbit. 

The Aristotelian—Ptolemaic model of the cos- 
mos did appear to accord with common sense 
and raw perception: the earth does indeed seem 
and feel to be at rest. And the validity of this view 
seemed to be confirmed by evidence, for the model 
enabled thinkers to predict with considerable ac- 
curacy the movement and location of celestial 
bodies and the passage of time. This geocentric 
model and the division of the universe into higher 
and lower worlds also accorded with passages in 
Scripture. Scholastic philosophers harmonized Ar- 
istotelian and Ptolemaic science with Christian the- 
ology, producing an intellectually and emotionally 
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satisfying picture of the universe in which every- 
thing was arranged according to a divine plan. 


A NEw VIEW OF NATURE 


In several ways, the Renaissance contributed to 
the Scientific Revolution. The revival of interest in 
antiquity during the Renaissance led to the redis- 
covery of some ancient scientific texts, including 
the works of Archimedes (287-212 B.c.), which 
fostered new ideas in mechanics, and to improved 
translations of the medical works of Galen, a con- 
temporary of Ptolemy, which stimulated the study 
of anatomy. Renaissance art, too, was a factor in 
the rise of modern science, for it linked an exact 
representation of the human body to mathemati- 
cal proportions and demanded accurate obser- 
vation of natural phenomena. By defining visual 
space and the relationship between the object and 
the observer in mathematical terms and by de- 
lineating the natural world with unprecedented 
scientific precision, Renaissance art helped to 
promote a new view of nature, which later found 
expression in the astronomy of Copernicus and 
Kepler and the physics of Galileo. 
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The Renaissance revival of ancient Pythago- 
rean and Platonic ideas, which stressed mathe- 
matics as the key to comprehending reality, also 
contributed to the Scientific Revolution. Extend- 
ing the mathematical harmony found in music 
to the universe at large, Pythagoras (c. 580-507 
B.C.) and his followers believed that reality con- 
sists fundamentally of numerical relations, which 
the mind can grasp. Plato maintained that beyond 
the world of everyday objects made known to us 
through the senses lies a higher reality, the world 
of Forms, which contains an inherent mathe- 
matical order apprehended only by thought. The 
great thinkers of the Scientific Revolution were 
influenced by these ancient ideas of nature as a 
harmonious mathematical system knowable to 
the mind. 


Nicolaus Copernicus: The 
Dethronement of the Earth 


Modern astronomy begins with Nicolaus Coper- 
nicus (1473-1543), a Polish astronomer, math- 
ematician, and church canon. He proclaimed that 
earth is a planet that orbits a centrally located 
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TRIAL OF GALILEO. Tried by the Roman Inquisition for ignoring their demand 
to stop supporting the Copernican Theory, Galileo, fearful of a death sentence, 
declared that the earth did not circle the sun. 


sun together with the other planets. This he- 
liocentric theory served as the kernel of a new 
world picture that eventually supplanted the me- 
dieval view of the universe. Copernicus did not 
base his heliocentric theory on new observations 
and new data. What led him to remove the earth 
from the center of the universe was the complex- 
ity and cumbersomeness of the Ptolemaic system, 
which offended his sense of mathematical order. 
To Copernicus, the numerous epicycles (the num- 
ber had been increased since Ptolemy, making the 
model even more cumbersome) violated the Pla- 
tonic vision of the mathematical symmetry of the 
universe. 

Concerned that his theories would spark a 
controversy, Copernicus refused to publish his 
work, but, persuaded by his friends, he finally 


relented. His masterpiece, On the Revolutions 
of the Heavenly Spheres, appeared in 1543. As 
Copernicus had feared, his views did stir up con- 
troversy, but the new astronomy did not become 
a passionate issue until the early seventeenth 
century, more than fifty years after the publi- 
cation of On the Revolutions. The Copernican 
theory frightened clerical authorities, who con- 
trolled the universities as well as the pulpits, for 
it seemed to conflict with Scripture. For example, 
Psalm 93 says: “Yea, the world is established, 
that it cannot be moved.” And Psalm 103 says 
that God “fixed the earth upon its foundation 
not to be moved forever.” In 1616, the church 
placed On the Revolutions and all other works 
that ascribed motion to the earth on the Index of 
Prohibited Books. 
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Galileo: Uniformity of Nature 
and Experimental Physics 


Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) is the principal rea- 
son that the seventeenth century has been called 
“the century of genius.” A Pisan by birth, Galileo 
was a talented musician and artist and a culti- 
vated humanist; he knew and loved the Latin 
classics and Italian poetry. He was also an as- 
tronomer and physicist who helped shatter the 
medieval conception of the cosmos and shape the 
modern scientific outlook. Galileo was indebted 
to the Platonic tradition, which tried to grasp the 
mathematical harmony of the universe, and to Ar- 
chimedes, the Hellenistic mathematician-engineer 
who had sought a geometric understanding of 
space and motion. 

Galileo rejected the medieval division of the 
universe into higher and lower realms and pro- 
claimed the modern idea of nature’s uniformity. 
Learning that a telescope had been invented in 
Holland, Galileo built one for himself and used 
it to investigate the heavens—the first person to 
do so. From his observations of the moon, Galileo 
concluded 


that the surface of the moon is not smooth, 
uniform, and precisely spherical as a great 
number of philosophers believe it (and the 
other heavenly bodies) to be, but is uneven, 
rough, and full of cavities and prominences, 
being not unlike the face of the earth, relieved 
by chains of mountains and deep valleys.' 


This discovery of the moon’s craters and moun- 
tains and of spots on the supposedly unblemished 
sun led Galileo to break with the Aristotelian no- 
tion that celestial bodies were pure, perfect, and 
unchangeable. For Galileo, there was no differ- 
ence in quality between celestial and terrestrial 
bodies. Nature was not a hierarchical order, in 
which physical entities were ranked according to 
their inherent quality; rather, it was a homoge- 
neous system, the same throughout. 

With his telescope, Galileo discovered the 
four moons that orbit Jupiter, an observation 
that overcame a principal objection to the Co- 
pernican system. Galileo showed that a celes- 
tial body could indeed move around a center 
other than the earth, that the earth was not the 
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common center for all celestial bodies, and that 
a celestial body (the earth’s moon or Jupiter’s 
moons) could orbit a planet at the same time 
that the planet revolved around another body 
(the sun). 

Galileo also pioneered in experimental physics 
and advanced the modern idea that knowledge of 
motion should be derived from direct observation 
and from mathematics. In dealing with problems 
of motion, he insisted on applying mathematics to 
the study of moving bodies and did in fact study 
acceleration by performing experiments, which 
required careful mathematical measurement. For 
Aristotelian scholastics, a rock fell because it was 
striving to reach its proper place in the universe, 
thereby fulfilling its nature; it was acting in accor- 
dance with the purpose God had assigned it. Gali- 
leo completely rejected the view that motion is due 
to a quality inherent in an object. Rather, he said, 
motion is the relationship of bodies to time and 
distance. By holding that bodies fall according to 
uniform and quantifiable laws, Galileo posited an 
entirely different conceptual system. This system 
requires that we study angles and distances and 
search for mathematical ratios but avoid inquir- 
ing into an object’s quality and purpose—the role 
God assigned it in a hierarchical universe. More- 
over, Galileo’s physics implied that celestial ob- 
jects, which hitherto had belonged to a separate 
and higher realm, were subject to the same laws 
that governed terrestrial motion—another sign 
of nature’s uniformity. The traditional belief in a 
sharp distinction between heavenly and earthly 
realms was weakened by both Galileo’s telescopic 
observations of the moon and by his mechanistic 
physics. 

For Galileo, the universe was a “grand book 
which ... is written in the language of math- 
ematics and its characters are triangles, circles, 
and other geometric figures without which it is 
humanly impossible to understand a single word 
of it.”* In the tradition of Plato, Galileo sought 
to grasp the mathematical principles governing 
reality—reality was physical nature itself, not 
Plato’s higher realm, of which nature was only 
a poor copy—and ascribed to mathematics ab- 
solute authority. Like Copernicus and Kepler 
(discussed later in this chapter), he believed that 
mathematics expresses the harmony and beauty 
of God’s creation. 


Attack on Authority 


Insisting that physical truth is arrived at through 
observation, experimentation, and reason, Galileo 
strongly denounced reliance on authority. Scho- 
lastic thinkers, who dominated the universities, 
regarded Aristotle as the supreme authority on 
questions concerning nature, and university edu- 
cation was based on his works. These doctrinaire 
Aristotelians angered Galileo, who protested that 
they sought truth not by opening their eyes to na- 
ture and new knowledge but by slavishly relying 
on ancient texts. In Dialogue Concerning the Two 
Chief World Systems—Ptolemaic and Copernican 
(1632), Galileo upheld the Copernican view and 
attacked the unquestioning acceptance of Aristo- 
tle’s teachings. 

Galileo also criticized Roman Catholic author- 
ities for attempting to suppress the Copernican 
theory. He argued that passages from the Bible 
had no authority in questions involving nature. 

A sincere Christian, Galileo never intended 
to use the new science to undermine faith. What 
he desired was to separate science from faith so 
that reason and experience alone would be the de- 
ciding factors on questions involving nature. He 
could not believe that “God who has endowed us 
with senses, reason and intellect”? did not wish us 
to use these faculties in order to acquire knowl- 
edge. He was certain that science was compatible 
with Scripture rightly understood, that is, allowing 
for the metaphorical language of Scripture and its 
disinterest in conveying scientific knowledge. For 
Galileo, the aim of Scripture was to teach people 
the truths necessary for salvation, not to instruct 
them in the operations of nature, which is the task 
of science. 

Galileo’s support of Copernicus aroused the 
ire of both scholastic philosophers and the clergy, 
who feared that the brash scientist threatened a 
world picture that had the support of venerable 
ancient authorities, Holy Writ, and scholastic 
tradition. Already traumatized by the Protestant 
threat, Catholic officials cringed at ideas that 
might undermine traditional belief and authority. 

In 1616, the Congregation of the Index, the 
church’s censorship organ, condemned the teach- 
ing of Copernicanism. In 1633, the aging and in- 
firm Galileo was summoned to Rome. Tried and 
condemned by the Inquisition, he was ordered 
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to abjure the Copernican theory. Not wishing 
to bring harm to himself and certain that the 
truth would eventually prevail, Galileo bowed 
to the Inquisition. He was sentenced to life 
imprisonment—mostly house arrest at his own 
villa near Florence—the Dialogue was banned, 
and he was forbidden to write on Copernican- 
ism. Not until 1820 did the church lift the ban on 
Copernicanism. 


Johannes Kepler: Laws 
of Planetary Motion 


Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), a German 
mathematician and astronomer, combined the 
Pythagorean-Platonic quest to comprehend the 
mathematical harmony within nature with a deep 
commitment to Lutheran Christianity. He con- 
tended that God gave human beings the ability to 
understand the laws of harmony and proportion. 

As a true Pythagorean, Kepler yearned to dis- 
cover the geometric harmony of the planets— 
what he called the “music of the spheres.” Such 
knowledge, he believed, would provide supreme 
insight into God’s mind. No doubt this mystical 
quality sparked the creative potential of his imag- 
ination, but to be harnessed for science, it had to 
be disciplined by the rational faculties. 

Kepler discovered the three basic laws of plan- 
etary motion, which shattered the Ptolemaic cos- 
mology. In doing so, he utilized the data collected 
by Tycho Brahe, a Danish astronomer, who for 
twenty years had systematically observed the plan- 
ets and stars and recorded their positions with far 
greater accuracy than had ever been done. Kepler 
sought to fit Tycho’s observations into Coperni- 
cus’s heliocentric model. 

Kepler’s first law demonstrated that plan- 
ets move in elliptical orbits—not circular ones, 
as Aristotle and Ptolemy (and Copernicus) had 
believed—and that the sun is one focus of the el- 
lipse. This discovery that a planet’s path was one 
simple oval eliminated all the epicycles that had 
been used to preserve the appearance of circular 
motion. Kepler’s second law showed that planets 
do not move at uniform speed, as had been be- 
lieved, but accelerate as they near the sun, and 
he provided the rule for deciphering a planet’s 
speed at each point in its orbit. His third law 
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Sir IsAAc NEwTon. Newton was a cautious 


experimentalist, whose discovery of the composition 
of light laid the foundation of the science of optics. 


drew a mathematical relationship between the 
time it takes a planet to complete its orbit of the 
sun and its average distance from the sun. On 
the basis of these laws, one could calculate ac- 
curately a planet’s position and velocity at a par- 
ticular time—another indication that the planets 
were linked together in a unified mathematical 
system. 

Derived from carefully observed facts, Kepler’s 
laws of planetary motion buttressed Copernican- 
ism, for they made sense only in a heliocentric 
universe. But why did the planets move in ellip- 
tical orbits? Why did they not fly off into space 
or crash into the sun? To these questions Kepler 
had no satisfactory answers. It was Isaac Newton 
(1642-1727), the great British mathematician- 
scientist, who arrived at a celestial mechanics that 
linked the astronomy of Copernicus and Kepler 
with the physics of Galileo and accounted for the 
behavior of planets. 
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THE NEWTONIAN SYNTHESIS 


The publication in 1687 of Isaac Newton’s Math- 
ematical Principles of Natural Philosophy marks 
the climax of the Scientific Revolution. Newton 
postulated three laws of motion that joined all 
celestial and terrestrial objects into a vast me- 
chanical system, whose parts worked in perfect 
harmony and whose connections could be ex- 
pressed in mathematical terms, and he invented 
calculus, which facilitated the expression of 
physical laws in mathematical equations. Since 
Copernican astronomy was essential to his all- 
encompassing theory of the universe, Newton 
provided mathematical proof for the heliocentric 
system, and opposition to it dissipated. 

Newton’s first law is the principle of inertia: 
that a body at rest remains at rest unless acted on 
by a force and that a body in rectilinear motion 
continues to move in a straight line at the same 
velocity unless a force acts on it. A moving body 
does not require a force to keep it in motion, as 
ancient and medieval thinkers had believed. Once 
started, bodies continue to move; motion is as 
natural a condition as rest. Newton’s second law 
states that a given force produces a measurable 
change in a body’s velocity; a body’s change of 
velocity is proportional to the force acting on it. 
Newton’s third law holds that for every action 
or force there is an equal and opposite reaction 
or force. The sun pulls the earth with the same 
force that the earth exercises on the sun. An apple 
falling to the ground is being pulled by the earth, 
but the apple is also pulling the earth toward it. 
(However, since the mass of the apple is so small 
in comparison with that of the earth, the force 
that the apple exercises on the earth causes no vis- 
ible change in the earth’s motion.) 

Newton asserted that the same laws of motion 
and gravitation that operate in the celestial world 
also govern the movement of earthly bodies. Or- 
dinary mechanical laws explain both why apples 
fall to the ground and why planets orbit the sun. 
Both the planet and the apple are subject to the 
same force, and the very same mathematical for- 
mula describes the sun’s action on a planet and 
the earth’s pull on an apple. Newtonian physics 
ended the medieval division of the cosmos into 
higher and lower worlds, with different laws oper- 
ating in each realm. The universe is an integrated, 


harmonious mechanical system held together by 
the force of gravity. By demonstrating that the 
universe contains an inherent mathematical order, 
Newton realized the Pythagorean and Platonic vi- 
sions. To his contemporaries, it seemed that New- 
ton had unraveled all of nature’s mysteries: the 
universe was fully explicable. It was as if Newton 
had penetrated God’s mind. 

Deeply committed to Anglican Christianity, New- 
ton retained a central place for God in his world 
system. God for him was the grand architect whose 
wisdom and skill accounted for nature’s magnificent 
clockwork design. Newton also believed that God 
periodically intervened in his creation to restore 
energy to the cosmic system and that there was no 
conflict between divine miracles and a mechanical 
universe. However, in future generations, thinkers 
called deists (see the upcoming section “Christianity 
Assailed: The Search for a Natural Religion”) came 
to regard miracles as incompatible with a universe 
governed by impersonal mechanical principles. 

With his discovery of the composition of light, 
Newton also laid the foundation of the science of 
optics. He was a cautious experimentalist who 
valued experimental procedures, including draw- 
ing appropriate conclusions from accumulated 
data. Both Newton’s mechanical universe and his 
championing of the experimental method were 
basic premises of the Age of Enlightenment. 


PROPHETS OF MODERN SCIENCE 


The accomplishments of the Scientific Revolution 
extended beyond the creation of a new model of 
the universe. They also included the formulation 
of a new method of inquiry into nature and the 
recognition that science could serve humanity. 
Two thinkers instrumental in articulating the im- 
plications of the Scientific Revolution were Fran- 
cis Bacon and René Descartes. Both repudiated 
the authority of Aristotle and other ancients in 
scientific matters and urged the adoption of new 
methods for seeking and evaluating truth. 


Francis Bacon: The Inductive Method 


Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626), an English states- 
man and philosopher, vigorously supported the 
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advancement of science and the scientific method. 
Although he himself had no laboratory and made 
no discoveries, his advocacy of the scientific 
method has earned him renown as a prophet of 
modern science. Bacon attributed the limited 
progress of science over the ages to the interfer- 
ence of scholastic philosophers, who sought to 
bend theories of nature to the requirements of 
Scripture. Bacon also denounced scholastic think- 
ers for their slavish attachment to Aristotelian 
doctrines, which prevented independent thinking 
and the acquisition of new information about na- 
ture. To acquire new knowledge and improve the 
quality of human life, said Bacon, we should not 
depend on ancient texts: old authorities must be 
discarded, and knowledge must be pursued and 
organized in a new way. 

The method that Bacon advocated as the way 
to truth and useful knowledge was the inductive 
approach: careful observation of nature and the 
systematic accumulation of data, drawing general 
laws from the knowledge of particulars, and test- 
ing these laws through constant experimentation. 
People committed to such a method would never 
subscribe to inherited fables and myths about na- 
ture or invent new ones. Rather, they would inves- 
tigate nature directly and base their conclusions 
on observable facts. In his discovery of the circula- 
tion of blood, Bacon’s contemporary, British phy- 
sician William Harvey (1578-1657), successfully 
employed the inductive method championed by 
Bacon. Grasping the essential approach of mod- 
ern natural science, Bacon attacked practitioners 
of astrology, magic, and alchemy for their errors, 
secretiveness, and enigmatic writings and urged 
instead the pursuit of cooperative and methodical 
scientific research that could be publicly criticized. 

Bacon was among the first to appreciate the 
value of the new science for human life. Knowl- 
edge, he said, should help us utilize nature for hu- 
man advantage; it should improve the quality of 
human life by advancing commerce, industry, and 
agriculture. Holding that knowledge is power, 
Bacon urged the state to found scientific institu- 
tions and praised progress in technology and the 
mechanical arts. In Bacon’s transvaluation of val- 
ues, the artisan, mechanic, and engineer advanced 
knowledge more and contributed more to human 
betterment than did philosopher-theologians who 
constructed castles in the air. 


244 + 


René Descartes: 
The Deductive Method 


The scientific method encompasses two ap- 
proaches to knowledge that usually complement 
each other: the empirical (inductive) and the ra- 
tional (deductive). In the inductive approach, 
which is employed in such descriptive sciences as 
biology, anatomy, and geology, general principles 
are derived from the analysis of data collected 
through observation and experiment. The essen- 
tial features of the inductive method, as we have 
seen, were championed by Bacon, who regarded 
sense data as the foundation of knowledge. In 
the deductive approach, which is employed in 
mathematics and theoretical physics, truths are 
derived in successive steps from first principles, in- 
dubitable axioms. In the seventeenth century, the 
deductive method was formulated by René Des- 
cartes (1596-1650), a French mathematician and 
philosopher, who is also regarded as the founder 
of modern philosophy. 

In the Discourse on Method (1637), Descartes 
expressed his disenchantment with the learning 
of his day. Since much of what he had believed 
on the basis of authority had been shown to be 
untrue, Descartes resolved to seek no knowledge 
other than that which he might find within him- 
self or within nature. Rejecting as absolutely false 
anything about which he could have the least 
doubt, Descartes searched for an incontrovert- 
ible truth that could serve as the first principle of 
knowledge, the basis of an all-encompassing phil- 
osophical system. 

Descartes found one truth to be certain and 
unshakable: that it was he who was doing the 
doubting and thinking. In his dictum “I think, 
therefore I am,” Descartes had his starting point 
of knowledge. Descartes is viewed as the founder 
of modern philosophy because he called for the 
individual to question and if necessary to over- 
throw all traditional beliefs, and he proclaimed 
the mind’s inviolable autonomy and importance, 
its ability and right to know truth. His assertions 
about the power of thought made people aware of 
their capacity to comprehend the world through 
their own mental powers. 

Descartes saw the method used in mathemat- 
ics as the most reliable avenue to certain knowl- 
edge. By applying mathematical reasoning to 
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ENGRAVING OF RENE DESCARTES TUTORING QUEEN 
CHRISTINA OF SWEDEN. Descartes was rare among 
major scientists in that he believed passionately 
in the intelligence of his female followers and 
correspondents. Rejecting authority, he asserted 
confidence in the human mind’s ability to arrive at 
truth through its own capacities. 


philosophical problems, we can achieve the same 
certainty and clarity evidenced in geometry. Math- 
ematics is the key to understanding both the truths 
of nature and the moral order underlying human 
existence. The mathematical, or deductive, ap- 
proach favored by Descartes consists of finding a 
self-evident principle, an irrefutable premise, such 
as a geometric axiom, and then deducing other 
truths from it through a chain of logical reasoning. 
The Cartesian deductive method, with its math- 
ematical emphasis, perfectly complements Bacon’s 
inductive approach, which stresses observation 
and experimentation. The scientific achievements 
of modern times have stemmed from the skillful 
synchronization of induction and deduction. 


Chateau de Versailles, France/The Bridgeman Art Library. 
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Prophets of Modern Science 


Primary Source 





René Descartes, Discourse 
on Method 


In this important work in the history of modern phi- 
losophy, Descartes describes his search for truth. 


I was brought up from childhood on letters, 
and because I had been led to believe that by 
this means one could acquire clear and positive 
knowledge of everything useful in life, I was ex- 
tremely anxious to learn them. But, as soon as I 
had completed this whole course of study, at the 
end of which it is usual to be received into the 
ranks of the learned, I completely changed my 
opinion. For I was assailed by so many doubts 
and errors that the only profit I appeared to have 
drawn from trying to become educated, was pro- 
gressively to have discovered my ignorance. And 
yet I was at one of the most famous schools in 
Europe, where I thought there must be learned 
men, if there were any such anywhere on earth. 
I had learnt there everything the others learned; 
and further, not contenting myself merely with 
the subjects taught, I had gone through all the 
books I could lay my hands on dealing with the 
occult and rare sciences. .. . 

I shall say nothing about philosophy, except 
that, seeing that it has been cultivated by the 
very best minds which have ever existed over 
several centuries and that, nevertheless, not 
one of its problems is not subject to disagree- 
ment, and consequently is uncertain, I was not 
presumptuous enough to hope to succeed in it 
any better than others; and seeing how many 
different opinions are sustained by learned men 
about one item, without its being possible for 
more than one ever to be true, I took to be tan- 
tamount to false everything which was merely 
probable.... 

This is why, as soon as I reached an age 
which allowed me to emerge from the tute- 
lage of my teachers, I abandoned the study 


of letters altogether, and resolving to study 
no other science than that which I could find 
within myself or else in the great book of the 
world.... 

It is true that, while I merely observed the 
behaviour of others I found little basis in it 
for certainty, and I noticed almost as much di- 
versity as I had done earlier among the opin- 
ions of philosophers. . . . [MJany things which, 
although they may seem to us very extrava- 
gant and ridiculous, are nevertheless com- 
monly accepted and approved by other great 
peoples... 

[On the basis of these experiences with books 
and people, the first rule Descartes adapted] 
was never to accept anything as true that I did 
not know to be evidently so: that is to say, care- 
fully to avoid precipitancy and prejudice, and to 
include in my judgements nothing more than 
what presented itself so clearly and so distinctly 
to my mind that I might have no occasion to 
place itimdoupt, 4... 

[A]s I wanted to concentrate solely on the 
search for truth, I thought I ought to... re- 
ject as being absolutely false everything in 
which I could suppose the slightest reason for 
doubt, in order to see if there did not remain 
after that anything in my belief which was 
entirely indubitable. So, because our senses 
sometimes play us false, I decided to suppose 
that there was nothing at all which was such 
as they cause us to imagine it; and because 
there are men who make mistakes in reason- 
ing, even with the simplest geometrical mat- 
ters, and make paralogisms, judging that I was 
as liable to error as anyone else, I rejected as 
being false all the reasonings I had hitherto 
accepted as proofs. And finally, considering 
that all the same thoughts that we have when 
we are awake can also come to us when we 
are asleep, without any one of them then be- 
ing true, I resolved to pretend that nothing 
which had ever entered my mind was any 
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more true than the illusions of my dreams. 
But immediately afterwards I became aware 
that, while I decided thus to think that every- 
thing was false, it followed necessarily that I 
who thought thus must be something; and ob- 
serving that this truth: I think, therefore I am, 
was so certain and so evident that all the most 
extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were 
not capable of shaking it, I judged that I could 
accept it without scruple as the first principle 
of the philosophy I was seeking. 





THE MEANING OF 
THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION 


The radical transformation of our conception of 
the physical universe produced by the Scientific 
Revolution ultimately transformed our under- 
standing of the individual, society, and the purpose 
of life. The Scientific Revolution, therefore, was a 
decisive factor in the shaping of the modern world. 
It destroyed the medieval worldview, in which the 
earth occupied the central position, heaven lay 
just beyond the fixed stars, and every object had 
its place in a hierarchical and qualitative order. It 
replaced this view with the modern conception of 
a homogeneous universe of unbounded space and 
an infinite number of celestial bodies. Gone were 
the barriers that separated the heavens and the 
earth. The glory of the heavens was diminished by 
the new view that celestial objects were composed 
of the same stuff and subject to the same laws as 
all other natural objects. Gone also was the me- 
dieval notion that God had assigned an ultimate 
purpose to all natural objects and to all plant and 
animal life, that in God’s plan everything had an 
assigned role: we have eyes because God wants us 
to see and rain because God wants crops to grow. 
Eschewing ultimate purposes, modern science ex- 
amines physical nature for mathematical relation- 
ships and chemical composition. 

In later centuries, further implications of the 
new cosmology caused great anguish. The convic- 
tion that God had created the universe for them, 
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Questions for Analysis 


1. Why is Descartes so eager to find a new way 
of knowing? 

2. What does the statement “I think, therefore 
I am” proclaim? 


. 


Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method and The 
Meditations, trans. F. E. Sutchliffe, 29, 32-33, 41, 53-54. 
Copyright © 1968 by Penguin Books. Reproduced by 
permission. 


that the earth was fixed beneath their feet, and 
that God had given the earth the central position 
in his creation had brought medieval people a 
profound sense of security. They knew why they 
were here, and they never doubted that heaven 
was the final resting place for the faithful. Coper- 
nican astronomy dethroned the earth, expelled 
human beings from their central position, and im- 
plied an infinite universe. In the sixteenth and sev- 
enteenth centuries, few thinkers grasped the full 
significance of this displacement. However, in suc- 
ceeding centuries, this radical cosmological trans- 
formation proved as traumatic for the modern 
mind as did Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the 
Garden of Eden for the medieval mind. Today, we 
know that the earth is one of billions and billions 
of celestial bodies, a tiny speck in an endless cos- 
mic ocean, and that the universe is some twelve 
billion years old. Could such a universe have been 
created just for human beings? Could it contain a 
heaven that assures eternal life for the faithful and 
a hell with eternal fires and torments for sinners? 

Few people at the time were aware of the 
full implications of the new cosmology. One 
who did understand was Blaise Pascal (1623- 
1662), a French scientist and mathematician. 
A devout Catholic, Pascal was frightened by 
what he called “the eternal silence of these in- 
finite spaces” and realized that the new science 
could stir doubt, uncertainty, and anxiety, which 
threatened belief. 

The conception of reason advanced by Galli- 
leo and other thinkers of the period differed 


The Age of Enlightenment: Affirmation of Reason and Freedom 


fundamentally from that of medieval scholastics. 
Scholastic thinkers viewed reason as a useful aid 
for contemplating divine truth; as such, reason al- 
ways had to serve theology. Influenced by the new 
scientific spirit, thinkers now saw the investiga- 
tion of nature as reason’s principal concern. What 
is more, they viewed this activity as autonomous 
and not subject to theological authority. 

The Scientific Revolution fostered a rational 
and critical spirit among the intellectual elite. 
Descartes’s methodical doubt, rejection of author- 
ity, and insistence on the clarity, precision, and 
accuracy of an idea and Francis Bacon’s insis- 
tence on verification pervaded the outlook of the 
eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinkers; they 
denounced magic, spells, demons, witchcraft, al- 
chemy, and astrology as vulgar superstitions. Phe- 
nomena attributed to occult forces, they argued, 
could be explained by reference to natural forces. 
A wide breach opened up between the intellec- 
tual elite and the masses, who remained steeped 
in popular superstitions and committed to tradi- 
tional Christian dogma. 

The creators of modern science had seen no 
essential conflict between traditional Christian- 
ity and the new view of the physical universe and 
made no war on the churches. Indeed, they be- 
lieved that they were unveiling the laws of nature 
instituted by God at the Creation—that at last the 
human mind could comprehend God’s magnifi- 
cent handiwork. But the new cosmology and new 
scientific outlook ultimately weakened traditional 
Christianity, for it dispensed with miracles and 
the need for God’s presence. 

The new critical spirit led the thinkers of the 
Enlightenment to doubt the literal truth of the 
Bible and to dismiss miracles as incompatible with 
what science teaches about the regularity of na- 
ture. So brilliantly had God crafted the universe, 
they said, so exquisite a mechanism was nature, 
that its operations did not require God’s interven- 
tion. In the generations after the Scientific Revo- 
lution, theology, long considered the highest form 
of contemplation, was denounced as a barrier to 
understanding or even dismissed as irrelevant, 
and the clergy rapidly lost their position as the 
arbiters of knowledge. To many intellectuals, the- 
ology seemed sterile and profitless in comparison 
with the new science. Whereas science promised 
the certitude of mathematics, theologians seemed 
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to quibble endlessly over unfathomable and, even 
worse, inconsequential issues. That much blood 
had been spilled over these questions discredited 
theology still more. In scientific academies, in sa- 
lons, and in coffee houses, educated men and some 
women met to discuss the new ideas, and journals 
published the new knowledge for eager readers. 
European culture was undergoing a great trans- 
formation, marked by the triumph of a scientific 
and secular spirit among the intellectual elite. 

The Scientific Revolution repudiated reliance 
on Aristotle, Ptolemy, and other ancient authori- 
ties in matters concerning nature and substituted 
in their place knowledge derived from observation, 
experimentation, and mathematical thinking. Cit- 
ing an ancient authority was no longer sufficient 
to prove a point or win an argument. The new 
standard of knowledge derived from experience 
with the world, not from ancient texts or inher- 
ited views. This new outlook had far-reaching 
implications for the Age of Enlightenment. If the 
authority of ancient thinkers regarding the uni- 
verse could be challenged, could not inherited po- 
litical beliefs be challenged as well—for example, 
the divine right of kings to rule? Impressed with 
the achievements of science, many intellectuals 
started to urge the application of the scientific 
method to all fields of knowledge. 

The new outlook generated by the Scientific 
Revolution served as the foundation of the En- 
lightenment. The Scientific Revolution gave think- 
ers great confidence in the power of the mind, 
which had discovered nature’s laws, reinforc- 
ing the confidence in human abilities expressed 
by Renaissance humanists. In time, it was be- 
lieved, the scientific method would unlock all na- 
ture’s secrets, and humanity, gaining ever greater 
knowledge and control of nature, would progress 
rapidly. 


THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT: 
AFFIRMATION OF REASON 
AND FREEDOM 


The Enlightenment of the eighteenth century was 
the culmination of the movement toward moder- 
nity initiated by the Renaissance. The thinkers of 
the Enlightenment, called philosophes, aspired to 
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create a more rational and humane society. To at- 
tain this goal, they attacked medieval otherworld- 
liness, rejected theology as an avenue to truth, 
denounced the Christian idea of people’s inherent 
depravity, and sought to understand nature and 
society through reason alone, unaided by rev- 
elation or priestly authority. Adopting Descartes’s 
method of systematic doubt, they questioned all 
inherited opinions and traditions. “We think that 
the greatest service to be done to men,” said Denis 
Diderot, “is to teach them to use their reason, 
only to hold for truth what they have verified and 
proved.”* The philosophes believed that they were 
inaugurating an enlightened age. Through the 
power of reason, humanity was at last liberating 
itself from the fetters of ignorance, superstition, 
and despotism with which tyrants and priests had 
bound it in past ages. Paris was the center of the 
Enlightenment, but there were philosophes and 
adherents of their views in virtually every leading 
city in Western Europe and North America. 

In many ways, the Enlightenment grew directly 
out of the Scientific Revolution. The philosophes 
sought to expand knowledge of nature and to ap- 
ply the scientific method to the human world in 
order to uncover society’s defects and to achieve 
appropriate reforms. Newton had discovered uni- 
versal laws that explained the physical phenom- 
ena. Are there not general rules that also apply to 
human behavior and social institutions? asked the 
philosophes. Could a “science of man” be created 
that would correspond to and complement New- 
ton’s science of nature—that would provide clear 
and certain answers to the problems of the social 
world in the same way that Newtonian science 
had solved the mysteries of the physical world? 

By relying on the same methodology that New- 
ton had employed to establish certain knowledge 
of the physical universe, the philosophes hoped to 
arrive at the irrefutable laws that operated in the 
realm of human society. They aspired to shape re- 
ligion, government, law, morality, and economics 
in accordance with these natural laws. They be- 
lieved that all things should be reevaluated to see 
if they accorded with nature and promoted hu- 
man well-being. 

In championing the methodology of science, 
the philosophes affirmed respect for the mind’s 
capacities and for human autonomy. Individu- 
als are self-governing, they insisted. The mind 
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is self-sufficient; rejecting appeals to clerical or 
princely authority, it relies on its own ability to 
think, and it trusts the evidence of its own expe- 
rience. Rejecting the authority of tradition, the 
philosophes wanted people to have the courage 
to break with beliefs and institutions that did not 
meet the test of reason and common sense and 
to seek new guideposts derived from experience 
and reason unhindered by passion, superstition, 
dogma, and authority. The numerous examples of 
injustice, inhumanity, and superstition in society 
outraged the philosophes. Behind their devotion 
to reason and worldly knowledge lay an impas- 
sioned moral indignation against institutions and 
beliefs that degraded human beings. 


CHRISTIANITY ASSAILED: 
THE SEARCH FOR 
A NATURAL RELIGION . 


The philosophes waged an unremitting assault 
on traditional Christianity, denouncing it for har- 
boring superstition, promulgating unreason, and 
fostering fanaticism and persecution. Relying on 
the facts of experience, as Bacon had taught, the 
philosophes dismissed miracles, angels, and dev- 
ils as violations of nature’s laws and figments of 
the imagination that could not be substantiated 
by the norms of evidence. Applying the Carte- 
sian spirit of careful reasoning to the Bible, they 
pointed out flagrant discrepancies between vari- 
ous biblical passages and rejected as preposterous 
the theologians’ attempts to resolve these contra- 
dictions. David Hume (1711-1776), the Scottish 
skeptic, wrote in The Natural History of Religion 
(L757): 


Examine the religious principles, which have, 
in fact, prevailed in the world. You will scarcely 
be persuaded, that they are anything but sick 
men’s dreams: Or perhaps will regard them 
more as the playsome, whimsies of monkies in 
human shape, than the serious, positive, dog- 
matical asseverations of a being, who dignifies 
himself with the name rational. ... No theo- 
logical absurdities so glaring that they have not, 
sometimes, been embraced by men of the great- 
est and most cultivated understandings 


Christianity Assailed: The Search for a Natural Religion 


With science as an ally, the philosophes chal- 
lenged Christianity’s claim that it possessed in- 
fallible truths, and they ridiculed theologians for 
wrangling over pointless issues and for compel- 
ling obedience to doctrines that defied reason. The 
philosophes arrived at a simple equation: science 
and its advocates are on the side of good, whereas 
theology and its priestly exponents promote wick- 
edness. Thus Diderot wrote: “If you want priests 
you do not need philosophy and if you want phi- 
losophers you do not need priests; for the one be- 
ing by their calling the friends of reason and the 
promoters of science, the other the enemies of 
reason and favourers of ignorance, if the first do 
good, the others do evil.”® 

Moreover, the philosophes assailed Christianity 
for viewing human nature as evil and human be- 
ings as helpless without God’s assistance, for focus- 
ing on heaven at the expense of human happiness 
on earth, and for impeding the acquisition of use- 
ful knowledge by proclaiming the higher authority 
of dogma and revelation. Frightened and confused 
by religion, people have been held in subjection by 
clergy and tyrants, the philosophes argued. To es- 
tablish an enlightened society, clerical power must 
be broken, Christian dogmas repudiated, and the 
fanaticism that produced tortures, burnings, and 
massacres purged from the European soul. The phi- 
losophes broke with the Christian past, even if they 
retained the essential elements of Christian morality. 

Francois Marie Arouet (1694-1778), known to 
the world as Voltaire, was the recognized leader of 
the French Enlightenment. Few of the philosophes 
had a better mind, and none had a sharper wit. 
Living in exile in Britain in the late 1720s, Vol- 
taire acquired a great admiration for English lib- 
erty, commerce, science, and religious toleration. 
Voltaire’s angriest words were directed against 
established Christianity, to which he attributed 
many of the ills of French society. He regarded 
Christianity as “the Christ-worshiping supersti- 
tion,” which someday would be destroyed “by 
the weapons of reason.” Many Christian dogmas 
are incomprehensible, said Voltaire, yet Christians 
have slaughtered one another to enforce obedience 
to these doctrines. Voltaire was appalled by all the 
crimes committed in the name of Christianity.’ 

While some philosophes were atheists, most 
were deists, including Voltaire and Thomas Paine 
(1737-1809), the English-American radical. 
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Tue InquisitTIoNn. In one of the first histories of 
all the world’s religions (published in 1723), the 
engraver Bernard Picart depicted the Inquisition as 
cold and ruthlessly interrogating (top panel), then as 
barbarous in its use of torture; at the bottom center 
is the practice of water-boarding. 


Deists sought to fashion a natural religion that ac- 
corded with reason and science, and they tried to 
adapt the Christian tradition to the requirements 
of the new science. They denied that the Bible 
was God’s revelation, rejected clerical authority, 
and dismissed Christian mysteries, prophecies, 
and miracles—the virgin birth, Jesus walking on 
water, the Resurrection, and others—as viola- 
tions of a lawful natural order. They did consider 
it reasonable that this magnificently structured 
universe, operating with clockwork precision, 
was designed and created at a point in time by 
an all-wise Creator. But in their view, once God 
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had set the universe in motion, he refrained from 
interfering with its operations. Thus, deists were 
at odds with Newton, who allowed for divine in- 
tervention in the world. 

For deists, the essence of religion was morality— 
a commitment to justice and humanity—and not 
adherence to rituals, doctrines, or clerical authority. 
In The Age of Reason (1794-1795), Paine declared: 
“T believe in the equality of man; and I believe that 
religious duties consist in doing justice, loving mercy, 
and endeavoring to make our fellow-creatures 
happy.”® Deists deemed it entirely reasonable that 
after death those who had fulfilled God’s moral law 
would be rewarded, while those who had not would 
be punished. 


POLITICAL THOUGHT 


Besides established religion, the philosophes iden- 
tified another source of the evil that beset human- 
ity: despotism. If human beings were to achieve 
happiness, they had to extirpate revealed religion 
and check the power of their rulers. “Every age 
has its dominant idea,” wrote Diderot; “that of 
our age seems to be Liberty.”? Eighteenth-century 
political thought is characterized by a thorough- 
going secularism; an indictment of despotism, the 
divine right of kings, and the special privileges of 
the aristocracy and the clergy; a respect for Eng- 
lish constitutionalism because it enshrined the rule 
of law; and an affirmation of John Locke’s theory 
that government had an obligation to protect the 
natural rights of its citizens. Central to the politi- 
cal outlook of the philosophes was the conviction 
that political solutions could be found for the ills 
that afflicted society. 

In general, the philosophes favored constitu- 
tional government that protected citizens from 
the abuse of power. With the notable exception of 
Rousseau, the philosophes’ concern for liberty did 
not lead them to embrace democracy, for they put 
little trust in the masses. Several philosophes, no- 
tably Voltaire, placed their confidence in reform- 
ing despots, like Frederick II of Prussia, who were 
sympathetic to enlightened ideas. However, the 
philosophes were less concerned with the form 
of government—monarchy or republic—than 
with preventing the authorities from abusing their 
power. 
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Seventeenth-Century Antecedents: 
Hobbes and Locke 


The political thought of the Enlightenment 
was greatly affected by the writings of two 
seventeenth-century English philosophers: 
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) and John Locke 
(1632-1704). Hobbes witnessed the agonies of 
the English civil war, including the execution of 
Charles I in 1649. These developments fortified 
his conviction that absolutism was the most de- 
sirable and logical form of government. Only the 
unlimited power of a sovereign, Hobbes wrote in 
his major work, Leviathan (1651), could contain 
the human passions that disrupt the social or- 
der and threaten civilized life; only absolute rule 
could provide an environment secure enough for 
people to pursue their individual interests. 

Influenced by the new scientific thought that 
saw mathematical knowledge as the avenue to 
truth, Hobbes aimed at constructing political phi- 
losophy on a scientific foundation and rejected 
the authority of tradition and religion as incon- 
sistent with a science of politics. Thus, although 
Hobbes supported absolutism, he dismissed the 
idea advanced by other theorists of absolutism 
that the monarch’s power derived from God. He 
also rejected the view of medieval theorists that 
the state, which belonged to a lower temporal 
order, was subordinate to the commands of a 
higher spiritual realm and its corollary that the 
state should not be obeyed when it violates God’s 
law. Like Machiavelli, Hobbes made no attempt 
to fashion the earthly city in accordance with 
Christian teachings. As an astute observer of con- 
temporary affairs, Hobbes, of course, recognized 
religion’s importance in European political life. 
However, his view of human nature and human 
life rested on no religious presuppositions. Reli- 
gious thinkers frequently denounced Hobbes as a 
heretic, if not an atheist. Leviathan is a rational 
and secular political statement; its significance lies 
in its modern approach, rather than in Hobbes’s 
justification of absolutism. 

Hobbes had a pessimistic view of human na- 
ture. Believing that people are innately selfish and 
grasping, he maintained that competition and 
dissension, rather than cooperation, characterize 
human relations. When reason teaches that coop- 
eration is more advantageous than competition, 


said Hobbes, people are still reluctant to alter their 
ways, because their behavior is governed more by 
passion than by reason. Without a stringent au- 
thority to make and enforce law, life would be 
miserable, a war of all against all, he said. There- 
fore, he prescribed a state with unlimited power, 
since only in this way could people be protected 
from one another and civilized life preserved. 
Although the philosophes generally rejected 
Hobbes’s gloomy view of human nature, they em- 
braced his secular approach to politics, particu- 
larly his denunciation of the theory of the divine 
right of kings. Hobbes’s concern with protecting 
the social order from human antisocial tendencies 
is still a central consideration of modern political 
life. His insight that civilization is forever in dan- 
ger of collapsing into anarchy and savagery is still 
a poignant message for our times. 

In contrast to Hobbes, John Locke maintained 
that human beings are rational by nature and are 
moved by a sense of moral obligation; they are 
capable of transcending a narrow selfishness and 
of respecting the inherent dignity of others. View- 
ing people as essentially good and humane, he 
developed a conception of the state that was fun- 
damentally different from Hobbes’s. In the Two 
Treatises of Government (1690), Locke main- 
tained that human beings are born with natural 
rights to life, liberty, and property, and they estab- 
lish the state to protect these rights. Consequently, 
neither executive nor legislature—neither king nor 
assembly—has the authority to deprive individu- 
als of their natural rights. Whereas Hobbes justi- 
fied absolute monarchy, Locke explicitly endorsed 
constitutional government, in which the power to 
govern derives from the consent of the governed 
and the state’s authority is limited by agreement. 
Rulers hold their authority under the law; when 
they act outside the law, they forfeit their right 
to govern. Thus, if government fails to fulfill the 
end for which it was established—the preserva- 
tion of the individual’s right to life, liberty, and 
property—the people have a right to dissolve that 
government. 

Both Hobbes and Locke agreed that the state 
exists in order to ensure the tranquility, secu- 
rity, and well-being of its citizens. However, they 
proposed radically different ways of attaining 
this end. Unlike Hobbes, Locke believed that so- 
cial well-being encompassed personal freedom. 


Political Thought # 251 


Rejecting Hobbes’s view that absolute power can 
remedy the defects of the state of nature, Locke 
stated the case for limited government, the rule of 
law, the protection of fundamental human rights, 
and the right of resistance to arbitrary power. Un- 
derlying Locke’s conception of the state is the con- 
viction that people have the capacity for reason 
and freedom, and that political life can be guided 
by rational principles: “We are born Free as we 
are born Rational.” !° 

The value that Locke gave to reason and free- 
dom and his theories of natural rights, the rule 
of law, and the right to resist despotic authority 
had a profound effect on the Enlightenment and 
the liberal revolutions of the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. Thus, in the Declara- 
tion of Independence, Thomas Jefferson restated 
Locke’s principles to justify the American Revolu- 
tion. Locke’s tenets that property is a natural right 
and that state interference with personal property 
leads to the destruction of liberty also became 
core principles of modern liberalism. 


Montesquieu 


The contribution of Charles Louis de Secondat, 
Baron de la Bréde et de Montesquieu (1689- 
1755), to political theory rests essentially on his 
Spirit of the Laws (1748), a work of immense eru- 
dition covering many topics. Montesquieu held 
that the study of political and social behavior is 
not an exercise in abstract thought but must be 
undertaken in relation to geographic, economic, 
and historic conditions. To this end, Montesquieu 
accumulated and classified a wide diversity of 
facts, from which he tried to draw general rules 
governing society. He concluded that different cli- 
matic and geographic conditions and different na- 
tional customs, habits, religions, and institutions 
give each nation a particular character; each so- 
ciety requires constitutional forms and laws that 
pay heed to the character of its people. Montes- 
quieu’s effort to explain social and political be- 
havior empirically—to found a science of society 
based on the model of natural science—makes 
him a forerunner of modern sociology. 
Montesquieu regarded despotism as a perni- 
cious form of government, corrupt by its very 
nature. Ruling as he wishes and unchecked by 
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law, the despot knows nothing of moderation and 
institutionalizes cruelty and violence. The slave- 
like subjects, wrote Montesquieu, know only 
servitude, fear, and misery. Driven by predatory 
instincts, the despotic ruler involves his state in 
wars of conquest, caring not at all about the suf- 
fering this causes his people. In a despotic soci- 
ety, economic activity stagnates, for merchants, 
fearful that their goods will be confiscated by the 
state, lose their initiative. Reformers used Mon- 
tesquieu’s characterization of despotism to show 
the limitations of absolute monarchy. 

To safeguard liberty from despotism, Mon- 
tesquieu advocated the principle of separation of 
powers. In every government, said Montesquieu, 
there are three sorts of powers: legislative, execu- 
tive, and judiciary. When one person or one body 
exercises all three powers—if the same body both 
prosecutes and judges, for example—liberty can- 
not be preserved. Where sovereignty is monopo- 
lized by one person or body, power is abused and 
political liberty is denied. In a good government, 
one power balances and checks another power, an 
argument that impressed the framers of the U.S. 
Constitution. 

Several of Montesquieu’s ideals were absorbed 
into the liberal tradition—constitutional govern- 
ment and the rule of law, separation of powers, 
freedom of thought, religious toleration, and 
protection of individual liberty. The conservative 
tradition drew on Montesquieu’s respect for tra- 
ditional ways of life and his opposition to sud- 
den reforms that ignored a people’s history and 
culture. 


Voltaire 


Unlike Hobbes and Locke, Voltaire was not a 
systematic political theorist, but a propagandist 
and polemicist who hurled pointed barbs at all 
the abuses of the French society. Nevertheless, 
Voltaire’s writings do contain ideas that form a 
coherent political theory that in many ways ex- 
presses the outlook of the Enlightenment. 
Voltaire disdained arbitrary power, since it is 
based on human whim rather than on established 
law. He described a prince who imprisons or exe- 
cutes his subjects unjustly and without due process 
as “nothing but a highway robber who is called 
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VOLTAIRE AND KING FREDERICK. The roundtable 
was beloved by the aristocracy because it claimed 
every one of them as equals. Here Voltaire visits with 
Frederick the Great and perhaps imagined himself as 
an equal. 


‘Your Majesty.’” For Voltaire, freedom consisted 
in being governed by an established and standard 
code of law that applies equally to all. Without 
the rule of law, wrote Voltaire, there is no liberty 
of person, no freedom of thought or of religion, 
no protection of personal property, no impartial 
judiciary, and no protection from arbitrary arrest. 
Underlying Voltaire’s commitment to the rule of 
law was his conviction that power should be used 
rationally and beneficially. 

Voltaire’s respect for the rule of law was 
strengthened by his stay in England between 
1726 and 1729, which led to the publication of 
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The English Letters in 1733. In this work, Vol- 
taire presents an idealized and, at times, inaccu- 
rate picture of English politics and society. More 
important, however, is the fact that his experience 
with English liberty gave him hope that a just and 
tolerant society was not a utopian dream, thereby 
strengthening his resolve to attack the abuses of 
French society. 

As noted earlier, Voltaire was no democrat. He 
had little confidence in the capacities of the common 
people, whom he saw as prone to superstition and 
fanaticism. Nor did he advocate revolution. What 
he did favor was reforming society through the ad- 
vancement of reason and the promotion of science 
and technology. Voltaire himself fought to introduce 
several reforms into France, including freedom of 
the press, religious toleration, a fair system of crimi- 
nal justice, proportional taxation, and curtailment 
of the privileges of the clergy and nobility. 


Rousseau 


“Man is born free and everywhere he is in 
chains.”!! With these stirring words, the Geneva- 
born French thinker Jean Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-1778) began The Social Contract (1762). 
Rousseau considered the state as it was then con- 
stituted to be unjust and corrupt. It was domi- 
nated by the rich and the powerful, who used it 
to further their interests, whereas the weak knew 
only oppression and misery. In Rousseau’s view, 
the modern state deprived human beings of their 
natural freedom and fostered a selfish individu- 
alism that undermined feelings of mutuality and 
concern for the common good. 

Rousseau wanted the state to be a genuine de- 
mocracy, a moral association that bound people 
together in freedom, equality, and civic devotion. 
For Rousseau, individuals fulfilled their moral 
potential not in isolation but as committed mem- 
bers of the community; human character was en- 
nobled when people cooperated with one another 
and cared for one another. Rousseau admired the 
ancient Greek city-state, the polis, for it was an 
organic community in which citizens set aside pri- 
vate interests in order to attain the common good. 
In The Social Contract, he sought to re-create the 
community spirit and the political freedom that 
characterized the Greek city-state. 
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What Rousseau proposed was that each per- 
son surrender unconditionally all his rights to the 
community as a whole and submit to its authority. 
To prevent the assertion of private interests over 
the common good, Rousseau wanted the state to 
be governed in accordance with the general will— 
an underlying principle that expressed what was 
best for the community. He did not conceive of 
the general will as a majority or even a unani- 
mous vote, both of which could be wrong. Rather, 
it was a plainly visible truth, easily discerned by 
common sense and by reason and by listening to 
our hearts. In Rousseau’s view, just and enlight- 
ened citizens imbued with public spirit would 
have the good sense and moral awareness to legis- 
late in accordance with the general will. 

Like ancient Athens, the state that Rousseau 
envisioned was a direct democracy, in which the 
citizens themselves, not their representatives, con- 
stituted the lawmaking body. Consequently, the 
governed and the government were one and the 
same. Rousseau condemned arbitrary and des- 
potic monarchy, the divine-right theory of king- 
ship, and the traditional view that people should 
be governed by their betters—lords and clergy— 
who were entitled to special privileges. He granted 
sovereignty to the people as a whole and affirmed 
the principle of equality. 

Rousseau remains a leading theorist of demo- 
cratic thought. His critics assert that his political 
thought, whose goal is a body of citizens who 
think alike, buttresses a dangerous collectivism 
and even totalitarianism. These critics argue that 
Rousseau did not place constitutional limitations 
on sovereignty or erect safeguards to protect in- 
dividual and minority rights from a potentially 
tyrannical majority. They note, too, that Rous- 
seau rejected entirely the Lockean principle that 
citizens possess rights independently of the state, 
as well as the right to act against the state. 


SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC 'THOUGHT 


The philosophes rejected the Christian belief that 
human beings are endowed with a sinful nature, a 
consequence of Adam and Eve’s disobedience of 
God. They knew from experience, of course, that 
human beings behave wickedly and seem hope- 
lessly attached to nonrational modes of thinking. 
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While they retained a certain pessimism about 
human nature, however, the philosophes generally 
believed in individuals’ essential goodness and in 
their capacity for moral improvement. “Nature 
has not made us evil,” wrote Diderot, “it is bad 
education, bad models, bad legislation that cor- 
rupt us.”!? And Voltaire declared that a person is 
“born neither good nor wicked; education, ex- 
ample, the government into which he is thrown— 
in short, occasion of every kind—determines him 
to virtue or vice.”!3 The philosophes’ conception 
of human nature rested heavily on John Locke’s 
epistemology, or theory of knowledge. To the phi- 
losophes, it seemed that Locke had discovered 
the fundamental principles governing the human 
mind, an achievement comparable to Newton’s 
discovery of the laws governing physical bodies. 


Epistemology, Psychology, 
and Education 


In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding 
(1690), a work of immense significance in the 
history of philosophy, Locke argued that human 
beings are not born with innate ideas (the idea 
of God, principles of good and evil, and rules of 
logic, for example) divinely implanted in their 
minds, as Descartes had maintained. Rather, said 
Locke, the human mind is a blank slate upon 
which are imprinted sensations derived from con- 
tact with the phenomenal world. Knowledge is 
derived from experience. 

Locke’s theory of knowledge had profound 
implications. If there are no innate ideas, said 
the philosophes, then human beings, contrary to 
Christian doctrine, are not born with original sin, 
are not depraved by nature. All that individuals 
are derives from their particular experiences. If 
people are provided with a proper environment 
and education, they will behave morally; they 
will become intelligent and productive citizens. By 
the proper use of their reason, people could bring 
their beliefs, their conduct, and their institutions 
into harmony with natural law. This was how the 
reform-minded philosophes interpreted Locke. 
They preferred to believe that evil stemmed from 
faulty institutions and poor education, both of 
which could be remedied, rather than from a 
defective human nature. 
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The most important work of Enlightenment 
educational thought was Rousseau’s Emile 
(1762), in which he suggested educational reforms 
that would instill in children self-confidence, 
self-reliance, and emotional security—necessary 
qualities if they were to become productive adults 
and responsible citizens. If the young are taught 
to think for themselves, said Rousseau, they will 
learn to cherish personal freedom. A strong faith 
in the essential goodness of human nature under- 
lay Rousseau’s educational philosophy. He also 
assumed that youngsters have an equal capacity 
to learn and that differences in intelligence are 
due largely to environmental factors. 

Rousseau understood that children should 
not be treated like little adults, for children have 
their own ways of thinking and feeling. He railed 
against those who robbed children of the joys 
and innocence of childhood by chaining them to 
desks, ordering them about, and filling their heads 
with rote learning. Instead, he urged that children 
experience direct contact with the environment to 
develop their bodies and senses and their curios- 
ity, ingenuity, resourcefulness, and imagination. It 
is the whole child that concerned Rousseau. 


Freedom of Conscience and Thought 


The philosophes regarded religious persecution— 
whose long and bloodstained history included the 
burning of heretics in the Middle Ages, the slaughter 
of Jews and Muslims during the First Crusade, and 
the massacres of the wars of the Reformation—as 
humanity’s most depraved offense against reason. 
While the worst excesses of religious fanaticism 
had dissipated by the eighteenth century, examples 
of religious persecution still abounded, particularly 
in Catholic lands. In his pleas for tolerance, Voltaire 
spoke for all the philosophes: 


I shall never cease ... to preach tolerance 
from the housetops ... until persecution is no 
more. The progress of reason is slow, the roots 
of prejudice lie deep. Doubtless, I shall never 
see the fruits of my efforts, but they are seeds 
which may one day germinate.'4 


Censorship was a serious and ever-present prob- 
lem for the philosophes. After the publication of 


Voltaire’s English Letters, his printer was arrested 
and the book confiscated and publicly burned as 
irreligious. On another occasion, when Voltaire 
was harassed by the authorities, he commented 
that “it is easier for me to write books than to get 
them published.”!5 Denounced by ecclesiastical 
and ministerial authorities as a threat to religion 
and constituted authority, On the Mind (1758), 
by Claude-Adrien Helvetius (1715-1771), was 
burned by the public executioner. Denis Diderot 
(1713-1784), the principal editor of the thirty- 
eight-volume Encyclopedia, whose 150 or more 
contributors included the leading Enlightenment 
thinkers, had to contend with French authorities, 
who at times suspended publication. After the first 
two volumes appeared, the authorities condemned 
the work for containing “maxims that would tend 
to destroy royal authority, foment a spirit of inde- 
pendence and revolt ... and lay the foundations 
for the corruption of morals and religion.” !® In 
1759, Pope Clement XIII condemned the Ency- 
clopedia for having “scandalous doctrines [and] 
inducing scorn for religion.”!” It required careful 
diplomacy and clever ruses to finish the project 
and still incorporate ideas considered dangerous 
by religious and governmental authorities. The 
Encyclopedia had been undertaken in Paris dur- 
ing the 1740s as a monumental effort to bring 
together all human knowledge and to propagate 
Enlightenment ideas. Its numerous articles on sci- 
ence and technology and its limited coverage of 
theological questions attest to the new interests of 
eighteenth-century intellectuals. With the project’s 
completion in 1772, Diderot and Enlightenment 
opinion triumphed over clerical, royal, and aristo- 
cratic censors. 

An article in the Encyclopedia, “The Press,” 
conveys the philosophes’ yearning for freedom of 
thought and expression. For them, the term press 
designated more than newspapers and journals; 
it encompassed everything in print, particularly 


books. 


People ask if freedom of the press is advanta- 
geous or prejudicial to a state. The answer ts 
not difficult. It is of the greatest importance 
to conserve this practice in all states founded 
on liberty. I would even say that the disad- 
vantages of this liberty are so inconsiderable 
compared to the advantages that this ought to 
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be the common right of the universe, and it is 
certainly advisable to authorize its practices in 
all governments.'8 


Humanitarianism 


A humanitarian spirit, which no doubt owed 
much to Christian compassion, pervaded the out- 
look of the philosophes. It expressed itself in at- 
tacks on torture, which was commonly used to 
obtain confessions in many European lands; on 
cruel punishments for criminals; on slavery; and 
on war. The philosophes’ humanitarianism rested 
on the conviction that human nature was essen- 
tially virtuous and that human beings were capa- 
ble of benevolent feelings toward one another. 

In On Crimes and Punishments (1764), Cesare 
Beccaria (1738-1794), an Italian economist and 
criminologist inspired in part by Montesquieu, 
condemned torture as inhuman, “a criterion fit 
for a cannibal.” !? He saw it as an irrational way 
of determining guilt or innocence, for an innocent 
person unable to withstand the agonies of torture 
will confess to anything and a criminal with a 
high threshold for pain will be exonerated. Influ- 
enced by Beccaria’s work, reform-minded jurists, 
legislators, and ministers called for the elimina- 
tion of torture from codes of criminal justice, and 
several European lands abolished torture in the 
eighteenth century. 

Though not pacifists, the philosophes de- 
nounced war as barbaric and an affront to rea- 
son. They deemed it to be a scourge promoted 
by power-hungry monarchs and supported by fa- 
natical clergy, wicked army leaders, and ignorant 
commoners. In his literary masterpiece, Candide 
(1759), Voltaire ridiculed the rituals of war. 


Nothing could be smarter, more splendid, 
more brilliant, better drawn up than the two 
armies. Trumpets, fifes, hautboys [oboes], 
drums, cannons, formed a harmony such as 
has never been heard even in hell. The can- 
nons first of all laid flat about six thousand 
men on each side; then the musketry removed 
from the best of worlds some nine or ten 
thousand blackguards who infested its surface. 
The bayonet also was the sufficient reason 


for the death of some thousands of men. 
The whole might amount to thirty thousand 
souls.?° 


Voltaire was particularly outraged by the belief 
that the outcome of this “heroic butchery” was 
ordained by God. The article “Peace” in the Ency- 
clopedia described war as 


the fruit of man’s depravity; it is a convulsive 
and violent sickness of the body politic. ... 
[It] depopulates the nation, causes the reign of 
disorder ... makes the freedom and property 
of citizens uncertain ... disturbs and causes 
the neglect of commerce; land becomes uncul- 
tivated and abandoned. .. . If reason governed 
men and had the influence over the heads of 
nations that it deserves, we would never see 
them inconsiderately surrender themselves 

to the fury of war; they would not show that 
ferocity that characterizes wild beasts.*! 


Montesquieu, Voltaire, Hume, Benjamin Frank- 
lin, Thomas Paine, and other philosophes con- 
demned slavery and the slave trade. In Book 15 
of The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu scornfully 
refuted all justifications for slavery. Ultimately, he 
said, slavery, which violates the fundamental prin- 
ciple of justice underlying the universe, derived 
from base human desires to dominate and exploit 
other human beings. Adam Smith (see next sec- 
tion), the Enlightenment’s leading economic theo- 
rist, demonstrated that slave labor was inefficient 
and wasteful. In 1780, Paine helped draft the act 
abolishing slavery in Pennsylvania. An article in the 
Encyclopedia, “The Slave Trade,” denounced slav- 
ery as a violation of the individual’s natural rights: 


If commerce of this kind can be justified by 
a moral principle, there is no crime, however 
atrocious it may be, that cannot be made 


legitimate. ... Men and their liberty are not 
objects of commerce; they can be neither sold 
nor bought. ... There is not, therefore, a sin- 


gle one of these unfortunate people regarded 
only as slaves who does not have the right to 
be declared free.”* 


The philosophes, although they often enjoyed 
the company of intelligent and sophisticated 
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women in the famous salons, continued to view 
women as intellectually and morally inferior to 
men. Although some philosophes, notably Con- 
dorcet (see the upcoming section “The Idea of 
Progress”), who wrote Plea for the Citizenship of 
Women (1791), did argue for female emancipa- 
tion, they were the exception. Most retained tra- 
ditional views, concurring with David Hume, who 
held that “nature has subjected” women to men 
and that their “inferiority and infirmities are ab- 
solutely incurable.”?3 Rousseau, who also believed 
that nature had granted men power over women, 
regarded traditional domesticity as a woman’s 
proper role. 


I would a thousand times rather have a 
homely girl, simply brought up, than a learned 
lady and a wit who would make a literary 
circle of my house and install herself as its 
president. A female wit is a scourge to her 
husband, her children, her friends, her ser- 
vants, to everybody. From the lofty height of 
her genius, she scorns every womanly duty, 
and she is always trying to make a man of 


herself.?4 


Nevertheless, by clearly articulating the ideals 
of liberty and equality, the philosophes made a 
women’s movement possible. The growing popu- 
larity of these ideals could not escape women, who 
measured their own position by them. Moreover, 
by their very nature, these ideals were expansive. 
Denying them to women would ultimately be seen 
as an indefensible contradiction. 

Thus, Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman (1792), written under the 
influence of the French Revolution, protested 
against the prevailing subordination and sub- 
missiveness of women and the limited oppor- 
tunities afforded them to cultivate their minds. 
If women were also endowed with reason, why 
should men alone determine the standards and 
ground rules, she asked pungently. She reminded 
enlightened thinkers that the same arbitrary 
power that they objected to when wielded by 
monarchs and slave owners they condoned when 
exercised by husbands in domestic life. She con- 
sidered it an act of tyranny for women “to be 
excluded from a participation of the natural 
rights of mankind.”?5 
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ENGRAVING, NEWGATE PRISON, EIGHTEENTH CENTURY. Prison conditions during 
the Age of Enlightenment were appalling. Here, a manacled man struggles with 
a wheelbarrow, and two others are led off to the gallows. Meanwhile, a guard 
watches over the dungeon filled with bound prisoners, who were as often debtors 
as criminals. 


Laissez-Faire Economics 


In An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of 
the Wealth of Nations (1776), Adam Smith 
(1732-1790), professor of moral philosophy in 
Scotland, attacked the theory of mercantilism, 
which held that a state’s wealth was determined 
by the amount of gold and silver it possessed. Ac- 
cording to this theory, to build up its reserves of 
precious metals, the state should promote domes- 
tic industries, encourage exports, and discourage 
imports. Mercantilist theory called for govern- 
ment regulation of the economy so that the state 
could compete successfully with other nations 
for a share of the world’s scarce resources. Smith 
argued that the real basis of a country’s wealth 
was measured by the quantity and quality of its 
goods and services, not by its storehouse of pre- 
cious metals. Government intervention, he said, 
retards economic progress; it reduces the real 


value of the annual produce of the nation’s land 
and labor. On the other hand, when people pur- 
sue their own interests—when they seek to better 
their condition—they foster economic expansion, 
which benefits the whole society. 

Smith limited the state’s authority to main- 
taining law and order, administering justice, 
and defending the nation. The concept of lais- 
sez faire—that government should not interfere 
with the market—became a core principle of 
nineteenth-century liberal thought. 


The Idea of Progress 


“Despite all the efforts of tyranny, despite the 
violence and trickery of the priesthood, despite 
the vigilant efforts of all the enemies of man- 
kind,” wrote Baron Paul Henri Holbach, “the 
human race will attain enlightenment.”*° The 
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philosophes were generally optimistic about hu- 
manity’s future progress. Two main assumptions 
contributed to this optimism. First, accepting 
Locke’s theory of knowledge, the philosophes at- 
tributed evil to a flawed but remediable environ- 
ment, not to an inherently wicked human nature. 
Hopeful that a reformed environment would 
bring out the best in people, they looked for- 
ward to a day when reason would prevail over 
superstition, prejudice, intolerance, and tyranny. 
Second, the philosophes’ veneration of science 
led them to believe that the progressive advance- 
ment of knowledge would promote material and 
moral progress. 

A work written near the end of the century 
epitomized the philosophes’ vision of the future: 
Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress 
of the Human Mind (1794) by Marie Jean An- 
toine Nicolas Caritat, Marquis de Condorcet 
(1743-1794). A mathematician and historian of 
science and a contributor to the Encyclopedia, 
Condorcet campaigned for religious toleration 
and the abolition of slavery. During the French 
Revolution, he attracted the enmity of the domi- 
nant Jacobin party and in 1793 was forced to go 
into hiding. Secluded in Paris, he wrote Sketch. 
Arrested in 1794, Condorcet died during his 
first night in prison, either from exhaustion or 
from self-administered poison. In Sketch, Con- 
dorcet lauded recent advances in knowledge 
that enabled reason to “lift her chains (and) 
shake herself free”?” from superstition and tyr- 
anny. Passionately affirming the Enlightenment’s 
confidence in reason and science, Condorcet ex- 
pounded a theory of continuous and indefinite 
human improvement. He pointed toward a fu- 
ture golden age, characterized by the triumph of 
reason and freedom. 


Our hopes for the future condition of the hu- 
man race can be subsumed under three impor- 
tant heads: the abolition of inequality between 
nations, the progress of equality within each 
nation, and the true perfection of mankind.... 

The time will therefore come when the sun 
will shine only on free men who know no 
other master but their reason; when tyrants 
and slaves, priests and their stupid or hypo- 
critical instruments will exist only in works 
of history and on the stage; and we shall 
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think of them only to pity their victims and 
their dupes; to maintain ourselves in a state of 
vigilance by thinking on their excesses; and to 
learn how to recognize and so to destroy, by 
force of reason, the first seeds of tyranny and 
superstition, should they ever dare to reappear 
amongst us.”® 


But the philosophes were not starry-eyed 
dreamers. They knew that progress was painful, 
slow, and reversible. Voltaire’s Candide was a 
protest against a naive optimism that ignored the 
granite might of human meanness, ignorance, and 
irrationality. “Let us weep and wail over the lot of 
philosophy,” wrote Diderot. “We preach wisdom 
to the deaf and we are still far indeed from the age 
of reason.”*? 


CONFLICTS AND POLITICS 


The major conflicts of the eighteenth century were 
between Britain and France for control of terri- 
tory in the New World and between Austria and 
Prussia for dominance in Central Europe. Then, 
in the late 1700s, the American and French Revo- 
lutions broke out; they helped shape the liberal- 
democratic tradition. 


Warfare and Revolution 


In 1740, Prussia, ruled by the aggressive Freder- 
ick the Great, launched a successful war against 
Austria and was rewarded with Silesia, which 
increased the Prussian population by 50 percent. 
Maria Theresa, the Austrian queen, never forgave 
Frederick and in 1756 formed an alliance with 
France against Prussia. The ensuing Seven Years’ 
War (1756-1763), which involved every major 
European power, did not significantly change 
Europe, but it did reveal Prussia’s growing might. 

At the same time, the French and the Eng- 
lish fought over their claims in the New World. 
England’s victory in the conflict (known in 
American history as the French and Indian War) 
deprived France of virtually all of its North Ameri- 
can possessions and set in motion a train of events 
that culminated in the American Revolution. The 
war drained the British treasury, and now Britain 


had the additional expense of paying for troops 
to guard the new North American territories 
that it had gained in the war. As strapped British 
taxpayers could not shoulder the whole burden, 
the members of Parliament thought it quite rea- 
sonable that the American colonists should help 
pay the bill; after all, Britain had protected the 
colonists from the French and was still protecting 
them in their conflicts with Indians. New colonial 
taxes and import duties imposed by Parliament 
produced vigorous protests from the Americans. 

The quarrel turned to bloodshed in April and 
June 1775, and on July 4, 1776, delegates from the 
various colonies adopted the Declaration of Inde- 
pendence, written mainly by Thomas Jefferson. 
Applying Locke’s theory of natural rights, this 
document declared that government derives its 
power from the consent of the governed, that it is 
the duty of a government to protect the rights of 
its citizens, and that people have the right to “al- 
ter or abolish” a government that deprives them 
of their “unalienable rights.” 

Why were the American colonists so ready to 
throw off British rule? Each of the thirteen colo- 
nies had an elected assembly, which acted like a 
miniature parliament. In these assemblies, Ameri- 
cans gained political experience and quickly 
learned to be self-governing. 

Familiarity with the thought of the Enlighten- 
ment and the republican writers of the English 
Revolution also contributed to the Americans’ 
awareness of liberty. The ideas of the philo- 
sophes traversed the Atlantic and influenced 
educated Americans, particularly Thomas Jef- 
ferson and Benjamin Franklin. Like the philoso- 
phes, American thinkers expressed a growing 
confidence in reason, valued freedom of religion 
and of thought, and championed the principle of 
natural rights. 

American victory came about in 1783 as a re- 
sult of several factors. George Washington proved 
to be a superior leader, able to organize and retain 
the loyalty of his troops. France, seeking to avenge 
its defeat in the Seven Years’ War, helped the 
Americans with money and provisions and then, 
in 1778, entered the conflict. Britain had difficulty 
shipping supplies across three thousand miles of 
ocean, was fighting the French in the West Indies 
and elsewhere at the same time, and ultimately 
lacked commitment to the struggle. 
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Reformers in other lands quickly interpreted 
the American victory as a successful struggle of 
liberty against tyranny. During the Revolution, 
the various American states drew up constitutions 
based on the principle of popular sovereignty and 
included bills of rights that protected individual 
liberty. They also managed, somewhat reluctantly, 
to forge a nation. Rejecting both monarchy and 
hereditary aristocracy, the Constitution of the 
United States created a republic in which power 
derived from the people. A system of separation 
of powers and checks and balances set safeguards 
against the abuse of power, and the Bill of Rights 
provided for protection of individual rights. To be 
sure, the ideals of liberty and equality were not 
extended to all people—slaves knew nothing of 
the freedom that white Americans cherished, and 
women were denied the vote and equal opportu- 
nity. But to reform-minded Europeans, it seemed 
that Americans were fulfilling the promise of the 
Enlightenment; they were creating a freer and 
better society. 


Enlightened Despotism 


The philosophes used the term enlightened despo- 
tism to refer to an ideal shared by many of them: 
rule by a strong monarch who would implement 
rational reforms and remove obstacles to free- 
dom. Some eighteenth-century monarchs and their 
ministers—Frederick the Great in Prussia, Cath- 
erine the Great in Russia, Charles III in Spain, Ma- 
ria Theresa and, to a greater extent, her son Joseph 
II in Austria, and Louis XV in France—did institute 
educational, commercial, and religious reforms. 
Behind the reforms of enlightened despots 
lay the realization that the struggle for power in 
Europe called for efficient government admin- 
istration and ample funds. Enlightened despots 
appointed capable officials to oversee the ad- 
ministration of their kingdoms, eliminate costly 
corruption, and collect taxes properly. Rulers 
strengthened the economy by encouraging the 
expansion of commerce through reduced taxes 
on goods and through agricultural reforms. In 
Central and Eastern Europe, some rulers moved 
toward abolishing serfdom, or at least improving 
conditions for serfs. (In Western Europe, serfdom 
had virtually died out.) Provisions were made to 
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care for widows, orphans, and invalids. Censor- 
ship was eased, greater religious freedom was 
granted to minorities, criminal codes were made 
less harsh, and there were some attempts at prison 
reform. By these measures, enlightened despots 
hoped to inspire greater popular support for the 
state, an important factor in the European power 
struggle. 


THE ENLIGHTENMENT AND 
THE MODERN MENTALITY 


The philosophes articulated core principles of the 
modern outlook. Asserting that human beings 
are capable of thinking independently of author- 
ity, they insisted on a thoroughgoing rational and 
secular interpretation of nature and society. They 
critically scrutinized authority and tradition and 
valued science and technology as a means for pro- 
moting human betterment. Above all, they sought 
to emancipate the mind from the bonds of igno- 
rance and superstition and to rescue people from 
intolerance, cruelty, and oppression. Because of 
their efforts, torture (which states and Christian 
churches had endorsed and practiced) was even- 
tually abolished in Western lands, and religious 
toleration and freedom of speech and of the press 
became the accepted norms. The arguments that 
the philosophes marshaled against slavery were 
utilized by those who fought against the slave 
trade and called for emancipation. Enlightenment 
economic thought, particularly Adam Smith’s 
Wealth of Nations, gave theoretical support to a 
market economy based on supply and demand— 
an outlook that fostered commercial and industrial 
expansion. The separation of church and state, 
a basic principle of modern political life, owes 
much to the philosophes, who frequently cited the 
dangers of politics inflamed by religious passions. 
The philosophes’ denunciation of despotism and 
championing of natural rights, equality under the 
law, and constitutional government are the chief 
foundations of modern liberal government. 

The ideals of the Enlightenment spread from 
Europe to America and helped shape the political 
thought of the Founding Fathers. The Declaration 
of Independence clearly articulated Locke’s basic 
principles: that government derives its authority 
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from the governed; that human beings are born 
with natural rights, which government has a re- 
sponsibility to protect; and that citizens have the 
right to resist a government that deprives them 
of these rights. The Constitution asserted that 
the people are sovereign: “We the People of the 
United States ... do ordain and establish this 
Constitution for the United States of America.” 
And it contained several safeguards against des- 
potic power, including Montesquieu’s principle of 
separation of powers, which was also written into 
several state constitutions. Both the bills of rights 
drawn up by the various states and the federal 
Bill of Rights gave recognition to the individual’s 
inherent rights and explicitly barred government 
from tampering with them—a principal concern 
of the philosophes. 

The Federalist Papers, the major American 
contribution to eighteenth-century political 
thought, in many ways epitomized Enlighten- 
ment thinking. It incorporated specific ideas of 
Locke, Montesquieu, Hume, and the Encyclope- 
dia; analyzed political forms in a rational, secu- 
lar, and critical spirit; regarded the protection of 
personal freedom as a principal goal of the state; 
and expressed a willingness to break with past 
traditions when they conflicted with good sense. 
The new American republic, says Peter Gay, was 
“convincing evidence, to the philosophes . . . that 
men had some capacity for self-improvement and 
self-government, that progress might be a reality 
instead of a fantasy, and that reason and human- 
ity might become governing rather than merely 
critical principles.”>° 

The philosophes broke with the traditional 
Christian view of human nature and the purpose 
of life. In that view, men and women were born in 
sin; suffering and misery were divinely ordained, 
and relief could come only from God; social in- 
equality was instituted by God; and for many, 
eternal damnation was a deserved final conse- 
quence. In contrast, the philosophes saw injustice 
and suffering as manmade problems that could be 
solved through reason; they expressed confidence 
in people’s ability to attain happiness by improv- 
ing the conditions of their earthly existence and 
articulated a theory of human progress that did 
not require divine assistance. Rejecting the idea 
of a static and immutable order of society insti- 
tuted by God, the philosophes had confidence 
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that human beings could improve the conditions 
of their existence, and they pointed to advances in 
science and technology as evidence of progress. 

Thus, the idea of secular progress, another key 
element of modernity, also grew out of the En- 
lightenment. After two world wars and countless 
other conflicts, after Auschwitz and other exam- 
ples of state-sponsored mass murder, and with the 
development of weapons of mass destruction, it 
is difficult to realize that at the beginning of the 
twentieth century most westerners were commit- 
ted to a doctrine of perpetual progress that em- 
bodied the hopes of the philosophes. 

To be sure, the promise of the Enlightenment 
has not been achieved. More education for more 
people and the spread of constitutional govern- 
ment have not eliminated fanaticism and supersti- 
tion, violence and war, or evil and injustice. In the 
light of twentieth-century and twenty-first century 
events, it is difficult to subscribe to Condorcet’s 
belief in linear progress, that history is inexorably 
carrying humanity toward a golden age. 

The worldview of the philosophes has come 
under attack. Building on the critique of early 
nineteenth-century romantics, critics have accused 
the philosophes of overvaluing the intellect at 
the expense of human feelings. According to this 
view, the philosophes did not recognize the value 
of the feelings as a source of creativity and did 
not call for their creative development. Rather, 
they viewed the emotions as impediments to clear 
thinking that had to be overcome. 

Another failing of the philosophes, critics 
argue, is that they did seek to understand a past 
age on its own terms but judged it according to 
preconceived norms, disdaining and rejecting any- 
thing that contradicted their idea of truth and their 
view of the good society. Such an outlook, say 
the critics, led the philosophes to underestimate 
the extent to which the past governs the present. 
Holding with Hume that human nature remains 
the same in all nations and ages, the philosophes 
regarded differences between peoples and civili- 
zations as superficial and inconsequential. Since 
reason was common to humanity, government, 
law, morality, education, and all other institu- 
tions and systems of thought could be based on 
universal principles and could apply to all peoples 
throughout the globe regardless of their cultures 
and history. 
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In reality, this meant that the outlook of a small 
party of thinkers would become normative for all 
peoples and cultures. Such an undervaluing of the 
complex relationship between past and present, of 
human diversity, and of the immense appeal of fa- 
miliar beliefs, traditions, and institutions—even if 
they seem so blatantly in opposition to reason— 
promotes the presumptuous and dangerous belief 
that society and government can be easily and 
rapidly molded to fit abstract principles and that 
reformers need pay only scant attention to histori- 
cally conditioned cultural forms. 

The philosophes’ belief in universality, in time- 
less truths that apply to all peoples at all times, 
also contains an inherent danger. In politics, it 
could create true believers totally committed to an 
abstraction, such as the exploited class or the in- 
fallible party. To realize their ideal, these devotees 
will employ terror and mass murder with a clear 
conscience. Robespierre and the Reign of Terror 
during the French Revolution might be viewed as 
an early manifestation of this attempt to make so- 
ciety adhere to a conceptual grid. 

Another criticism is that the philosophes’ exu- 
berant view of science and reason prevented them 
from realizing that reason is a double-edged sword: 
it could demean as well as ennoble human personal- 
ity. The philosophes believed that removing thought 
from the realm of myth and religion and eliminating 
irrational forms of social organization would foster 
human emancipation. They could not foresee that 
modern bureaucracy and technology, both creations 
of the rational mind, could fashion a social order 
that devalues and depersonalizes the individual. In 
its determination to make the social world accord 
with a theoretical model, rationalism strives for uni- 
formity and efficiency; in the process, it threatens to 
regulate, organize, and manipulate the individual as 
it would any material object. Future periods would 
not only reveal the limitations of reason—its inabil- 
ity to cope with powerful irrational drives and in- 
stincts that incite acts of inhumanity—but also the 
dangers of reason—its capacity to subordinate and 
sacrifice the individual to theoretical systems, par- 
ticularly political ideologies. 

Nevertheless, despite limitations, the philoso- 
phes’ achievement should not be diminished. 
Their ideals became an intrinsic part of the 
liberal-democratic tradition and inspired nine- 
teenth- and twentieth-century reformers. The 
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spirit of the Enlightenment will always remain in- 
dispensable to all those who cherish the traditions 
of reason and freedom. Isaiah Berlin, the distin- 
guished historian of ideas, eloquently summed up 
the Enlightenment’s importance: “the intellectual 
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The City of God (Augustine), 118-119 

City-states: ancient Greece, 38-48; fourth 
century, 46-47; Italy, 184; religion, 39-40; 
Roman Empire, 89; Roman Republic, 
82; Rousseau’s view of the Greek, 253; 
Sumerian, 8 

Civilization (rise of), 7—9 

Classical humanism, 119-122 

Cleisthenes, the Democrat (Athens), 43 

Clement of Alexandria, 115 

Clement V, Pope, 172 

Clement VII, Pope, 173 

Clement XIII, Pope, 255 

Cleopatra, queen of Egypt, 85 

Clericis Laicos, 171 

Clovis, Frankish ruler, 135 

Code of Hammurabi, 11 

Colbert, Jean Baptiste, 217 

Colloquies (Erasmus), 194 

Colosseum of Rome, 87, 97ph 

Columbus, Christopher, 226 

Commentaries (Caesar), 84 

Commerce and trade. See also Industry: Athens, 
42; Early Middle Ages, 143; European 
expansion, 223-224, 230-232; international, 
143, 224; Italy, 184; marketplace, 232ph; 
Mesopotamian civilization, 11; partnerships, 
143; putting-out system, 231; revival of, 
143; Roman Empire, 95 

Commodus, Roman emperor, 88 

Conciliar Movement, 173 

Concordat of Bologna, 215 

Concordat of Worms, 149 

Condorcet, Marie Jean Antoine Nicolas Caritat, 
256s 58a 61 


Condottieri, 184 

Congregation of the Index, 241 

Constantine, Emperor, 98-100, 111 

Constantinople, 99, 128 

Constitution of the United States, 
259-260 

Constitutional monarchy, 215, 221 

Convertible husbandry, 229 

Copernicanism, 239, 241-242 

Copernicus, Nicolaus, 192, 238-239 

Copper, 6 

Copyhold, 229 

Cornelia, 89 

Corpus Juris Civilis, 128, 166 

Cortés, Hernando, 224, 226 

Cosmic hierarchy, 160-161, 237-238 

Cosmologists, 49-51 

Cosmopolitanism, 64-66, 89 

Council of Clermont, 149 

Council of Five Hundred (Athens), 44-45 

Council of Four Hundred (Athens), 42 

Council of Nicaea, 115 

Council of Pisa, 173 

Council of Trent, 205 

Counter-Reformation, 205 

Courtly love, 168 

Covenant (Hebrews), 28-30 

Crassus, 84-85 

The Creation of Adam (Michelangelo), 193 

Crécy, battle of, 171 

Cretans (Minoans), 37 

Crime and punishment, 257ph. See also Law 

Cromwell, Oliver, 220 

Crucifixion, 107 

Crusades, 149-150, 152-153 

Cuneiform, 8-9 

Cynicism, 66 

Cyrillic alphabet, 129 

Cyrus the Great, king of Persia, 18, 25 


da Vinci, Leonardo, 187, 191ph, 192 
Dante Alighieri, 168 

Dardanelles, 44 

Darius I, king of Persia, 43 

Dark Age (Greek), 38, 184 

David (Michelangelo), 193 
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David, king of Israel, 24 

Day of Judgement, 130, 175, 203 

Dead Sea Scrolls, 26ph, 105 

Deborah (Hebrew prophetess), 30 

Declamation Concerning the False Decretals of 
Constantine (Valla), 189 

Declaration of Independence, 70, 251, 259-260 

Deductive method, 244 

The Defender of the Peace (Marsiglio), 172 

A Defense of Liberty Against Tyrants, 216 

Deists, 243, 249-250 

Delian League, 44, 46 

Democracy, 41, 43-48, 55-56, 253 

Democritus, 50 

Descartes, René, 244-246 

Despotism, 250, 252, 259-260 

d’Este, Isabella, 185 

Dialectics, 53-54, 162-164 

Dialogue, 53-54 

Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World 
Systems—Ptolemaic and Copernican 
(Galileo), 241 

Dias, Bartholomeu, 225 

Diaspora, 107-108 

Diderot, Denis, 248-250, 254-255, 258 

Diké, 41 

Diocletian, Roman emperor, 98-100 

Discourse on Method (Descartes), 244-246 

Disease: bubonic plague, 153, 169-170; 
civilization, early, 8; conquest, effects of, 
226, 234; epilepsy, 50-51; medicine, 11, 50, 
93; Mesopotamian civilization, 11; sacred, 
50-51 

The Divine Comedy (Dante), 168 

Divine kingship, 14 

Divine right of kings, 215, 218 

Domesday Book, 145 

Dominic, Saint, 152 

Dominicans, 151-152 

Domitian, 87 

Donatello, 192 

Donation of Pepin, 135 

Double-entry bookkeeping, 143, 231 

Draco’s code, 41 

Drama, 59-60, 81-82 

Dubois, Francois, 201ph 
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Dutch Republic, 214, 231 

The Dying Slave (Michelangelo), 193 
Dynastic state, 210, 218, 223 


Early Middle Ages, 127-129, 131-138 

Eastern (Greek) Orthodox church, 128, 152 

Economic thought, 253-258 

Economy: and the Black Death, 170; Early 
Middle Ages, 132-133; global, 234; 
Hapsburg Empire, 214-215; High Middle 
Ages, 141-144; inflation, 227; laissez faire, 
257; Mesopotamian civilization, 10-11; price 
revolution, 227, 229; Roman Empire, 98-99; 
Roman Republic, 100-101; transformation, 
chronology of, 212 

Edict of Milan, 111 

Edict of Nantes, 202, 216, 218 

Education, 56, 136, 189, 254 

Edward VI, king of England, 202, 219 

Eleanor of Aquitaine, 146 

Elizabeth I, queen of England, 202, 214, 219, 
220ph 

Emile (Rousseau), 254 

Empyrean Heaven, 237 

Enclosure, 229 

Encyclopedia (Diderot), 255-256, 258, 260 

Engineering (Rome), 94 

England. See also Great Britain: anti-Catholicism, 
203; aristocracy, 175; commercial 
development, 231; English Revolution, 
219-221; gentry, 202; humanism, 194-195; 
Medieval civilization, 171; monarchy and 
constitutionalism, growth of limited, 
218-221; Protestant Reformation, 202; 
states, rise of, 145-146; Tudor achievement, 
218-219 

The English Letters (Voltaire), 253, 255 

English Reformation, 202, 219 

English Revolution, 203, 219-221 

Enlightenment: Christianity assailed, 248-250; 
chronology of, 238; conflicts and politics, 
258-260; conscience, freedom of, 254-255; 
despotism, enlightened, 259-260; economic 
thought, 253-258; education, 254; epistem- 
ology, 254; humanitarianism, 255-256; 


laissez faire economics, 257; modern 
mentality, 260-262; political thought, 
250-253; progress, idea of, 257-258; 
psychology, 254; reason and freedom, 
affirmation of, 247-248; rise of the, 237; 
seventeenth-century antecedents, 250-251; 
social thought, 253-258; thought, freedom 
of, 254-255; warfare and revolution, 
258-259 

Epic of Gilgamesh, 10 

Epictetus, 92-93 

Epicureanism, 66, 68 

Epicurus, 68 

Epilepsy, 50-51 

Epistemology, 254 

Equality, Protestant Reformation and, 206 

Erasmus, 194 

Eratosthenes, 67, 69m 

Essay Concerning Human Understanding 
(Locke), 254 : 

Essenes, 105-106 

Estates General, 147, 171, 215 

Etruscans, 74 

Etymologiae (Isidore), 133 © 

Eucharist, 152 

Euclid, 67, 133, 159 

Eugenius II, Pope, 150 

Euripides, 60 

Europe. See also specific countries: 1648 map, 
222m; agricultural expansion, 229; Black 
slavery and the slave trade, 226-228; 
business innovations, 231; commercial 
development, 231-232; expansion, 223-226; 
global economy, 234; industrial expansion 
of, 230-232; mercantile capitalism, 233-234; 
modern world, rise to the, 131; Portuguese 
Empire, 224-226; price revolution, 227, 229; 
Spanish Empire, 226; technology, 175 

Evans, Arthur, 37 

Everett, Robert A., 117 

Exodus (Hebrew), 24 

Experimental method, 243 


Farming. See Agriculture 
Farrington, Benjamin, 67 


Federalist Papers, 260 

Ferdinand, king of Austria, 223 

Ferdinand II, king of Austria, 223 

Ferdinand of Aragon, 213 

Feudal society, 138-140, 175, 177 

Fief, 138, 148 

Finance. See Banking and finance 

Fire, control of, 5 

First Crusade. See Crusades 

First Intermediate Period (ancient 
Egypt), 12 

First Macedonian War, 79 

First Punic War, 77 

Five Good Emperors, 88 

Flavian dynasty, 87 

Florentines, 192 

Flyboat, 231 

Food gathering and hunting, 5 

Formal logic, 50 

Fourth Crusade, 150, 152 

Fourth Lateran Council, 152-153 

France: and the American Revolution, 259; 
aristocracy, 175; beginning of, 137; 
commercial development, 231-232; 
French monarchical power, consolidation 
of, 216-218; French power, growth of, 
215-218; humanism, 194-195; international 
fairs, 143; Medieval civilization, 171; 
Papacy, 146-147; Protestant Reformation, 
202,205 

Francis I, king of France, 215-216 

Francis II, king of France, 216 

Francis of Assisi, Saint, 151-152 

Franciscans, 151-152 

Franklin, Benjamin, 259 

Feanks,;1323135,137 

Frederick, of Saxony, 199 

Frederick I (Barbarossa), Holy Roman Emperor, 
149-150 

Frederick II, king of Prussia, 250 

Frederick the Great, king of Prussia, 252ph, 
258-259 

French and Indian War, 258 

French Revolution, 218, 260 

Fronde, 216-217 


Gaius Gracchus, 83 

Galen, 93-94, 159, 238 

Galileo Galilei, 180ph, 192, 239ph, 
240-241 

Gallican church, 215 

Gama, Vasco da, 225 

Gargantua and Pantagruel (Rabelais), 194 

Gay, Peter, 260 

Geneva, 201 

Genocide, 151 

Gentiles, 107-108 

Geocentric theory, 160 

Geometry, 50 

Germania (Tacitus), 91 

Germanic Lombards, 135 

Germanic tribes, 98, 100, 132 

Germany, 137, 147, 221, 223 

Giotto, 192 

Gladitorial combat, 95 

Glorious Revolution, 221 

God-king, 14, 64-65 

God(s). See also Christianity; Religion; specific 
gods: ancient Egypt, 12-14, 16; ancient 
Greece, 39-41, 48-51, 52ph, S8ph, 59-60; 
ancient Near East, 20; as architect of the 
universe, 159ph; Hebrews, 16, 24-27, 121; 
Mesopotamian civilization, 9-10; Near 
Eastern, 26; Persian empire, 19; Roman 
Empire, 92-93, 97; savior-god, 107; 
sovereignty of the Hebrew, 26-27; Stoicism, 
69; transcendence of the Hebrew, 27; 
Yahweh, 24-27, 32 

Gold, 226 

Gothic architecture, 168 

Goths, 99 

Government: absolute monarchy, 18; American 
colonies, 259; as consumers, 234; by consent, 
175; constitutional, 251; England, 221; 
kingship, 10-11; Mesopotamian civilization, 
10-11; modern state, 211; representative 
institutions, 175; Roman Empire, 98-100; 
Roman Republic, 74, 81-82; rule of law, 175; 
self-government, 184; separation of powers, 
252; theocratic, 130; towns in the High 
Middle Ages, 144 
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Gracchian Revolution, 83-84 

Grand jury system, 145 

Gravitas, 81 

Great Britain, 258-259. See also England 

Great Charter. See Magna Carta 

Great Schism, 173 

Greco-Roman Age, 62, 89, 93, 96, 100, 109, 
111-112, 120, 122 

Greco-Roman humanism, 132 

Greece, 111-112, 128, 132, 134, 154, 162, 
187-188. See also Ancient Greece; Athens 

Greek Orthodox Church. See Eastern (Greek) 
Orthodox church 

Gregorian reform, 147-149 

Gregory I (the Great), Pope, 135 

Gregory VII, Pope, 148 

Gregory XI, Pope, 173 

Grosseteste, Robert, 165 

Guilds, 144, 232 

Guise family, 202, 215 

Gymnasia, 65 


Hadrian, 87 

Hammurabi, Babylonian ruler, 11 

Hannibal, 78-79 

Hapsburg Empire: Austrian Hapsburg, 213-214, 
223; Ferdinand, 223; Ferdinand and Isabella, 
213; Germany, 223; Hapsburg Spain, 
212-215, 223; Holy Roman Emperors, 
221; and the Protestant Reformation, 213; 
Thirty Years’ War, 214, 223; under Charles V, 
213-214 

Harvey, William, 243 

Hebrew Scriptures, 25, 33, 66, 117, 154. See also 
Old Testament 

Hebrews. See also Israelites; Jews: appeal to the 
inner person, 32; art, 29ph; chronology of, 
25; command to conscience, 32; God, 16, 
26-27; history, early, 24-26; history, idea 
of, 30; idolatry, view of, 28; individualism, 
27-28, 32; literature, 153; moral autonomy, 
27-28; prophets, 30-32; social justice, 31; 
social structure, 30, 32; sovereignty of the, 
17; traditions, oral and interpretive, 29; 
Western tradition, origins of, 23-24; women, 
29-30; Yahweh, 24-27, 32 


Heliocentric theory, 239, 242 

Hellenic Age. See also Ancient Greece: 
Aristotle, 56-58; astronomy, 50; 
Cosmologists, 49-51; democracy in, 55-56; 
mathematics, 50; medicine, 50; nature, a 
rational inquiry into, 49-51; philosophy in 
the, 48-49; Plato, 54-56; Socrates, 52-54; 
Sophists, 51-52 

Hellenistic Age. See also Ancient Greece: 
Alexander the Great, 64; Alexander’s 
empire and the spread of Hellenism, 
65m; art, 66-68; Christianity and the 
universalism of the, 109; cosmopolitanism, 
64-66; dynasties, competing, 64; 
Epicureanism, 68; Greek civilization, 
second stage of, 62-66; history, 66-68; 
philosophy in the, 68-70; science, 66-68; 
Stoicism, 68-70; thought and culture, 
66-70; women, 66; world map by 
Eratosthenes, 69m ‘ 

Hellenistic kingdoms, 79 

Héloise, 162 

Helcts, 40 

Helvetius, Claude-Adrien, 255 

Henrican Reformation, 219 

Henry I, king of England, 145 

Henry II, king of England, 145 

Henry Il, king of France, 202, 216 

Henry III, king of France, 216 

Henry IV, Holy Roman Emperor, 148 

Henry IV, king of France, 202, 216 

Henry of Navarre, 202 

Henry the Navigator, prince of Portugal, 
224-225 

Henry V, Holy Roman Emperor, 148-149, 171 

Henry VII, king of England, 218-219 

Henry VIII, king of England, 194, 202 

Herculaneum, 87 

Heresy, 150-152, 173-174 

Herodotus, 44, 60-61 

Hidalgos, 226 

Hieroglyphics, Egyptian, 13 

High Middle Ages, 127, 129, 141-144, 157-162, 
164-166, 168-174 

Hildebrand. See Gregory VII, Pope 

Hillel, 117 


Hippocrates, 50, 159 

The Histories (Herodotus), 60 

Histories (Tacitus), 91 

History: ancient Greece, 60-62; Hebrews, 
24-26, 30; Hellenistic Age, 66-68; 
modern historians, 195; periodization 
of, 189; Roman Republic, 89, 91; 
scholarship, 189 

History of His Own Times in Italy (Bruni), 188 

History of Rome (Livy), 91 

Hittites, 17 

Hobbes, Thomas, 250-251 

Holbach, Paul Henri, 257-258 

Holy Roman Empire, 221, 223 

Homer, 37-39 

Horace;,9 | 

Hosea, 30 

House of Commons, 146 

House of Lords, 146 

Hroswitha of Gandersheim, 140 

Hubris, 60 

Hugh Capet, king of France, 146 

Huguenots, 202, 215-216 

Humanism, 39, 70-71, 187-189, 193-195, 
206 

Hume, David, 248, 256, 260 

Hundred Years’ War, 171, 218 

Hungary, 137 

Huns, 99 

Hunting and food gathering, 5 

Hus, Jan, 173-174, 196 

Hyksos, 12, 15 


Idolatry, 28 

Iliad (Homer), 38 

Imperialism, 44, 213 

Index of Prohibited Books, 205, 239 

India, 225-226 

Individual / individualism: God and the, 32, 
160-161, 175; Hellenistic culture, 66; and 
moral autonomy, 27-28; Reformation, 
205-206; Renaissance and the, 184-187, 195 

Indo-Europeans, 17 

Indulgences, 196-198 

Industry, 230-232 


Ingeborg of Denmark, 152 

Innocent III, Pope, 150-152 

An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 
Wealth of Nations (Smith), 257 

Inquisition, 150-151, 205, 213, 239ph, 
241, 249ph 

Institutes of the Christian Religion 
(Calvin), 201 

International trade, 143 

Investiture Controversy, 148 

Ionians, 43-44, 48-49 

Iran, 18. See also Persian empire 

Ireland, 134 

Irnerius, 166 

Iron, 17 

Isaac (Hebrew patriarch), 24 

Isabella, queen of Castile, 213, 226 

Isaiah, 30-31 

Iscariot, Judas, 168 

Isidore of Seville, 133 

Islam. See also Islamic extremists; Muslims: and 
the Crusades, 150; Early Middle Ages, 131; 
expansion, 128, 130-131; High Middle Ages, 
158; Medieval East, 129-131; science, 165 

Islamic extremists, 150 

Israelites, 25, 87, 109. See also Hebrews; Jews 

Italian Confederation, 77 

Italy, 77, 132, 184-185, 187. See also Roman 
Empire; Roman Republic; Rome 

I-Thou relationship, 32 


Jacob, 24 

Jacobins, 258 

Jacquerie, 170-171 

Jaeger, Werner, 39 

James I, king of England, 219-220 

James II, king of England, 220-221 

Jefferson, Thomas, 251, 259 

Jehovah. See Yahweh 

Jeremiah, 30 

Jerome, Saint, 118 

Jerusalem, 87, 150 

Jesuits, 205 

Jesus (Christ), 33, 105-107, 108ph, 112, 114ph, 
119, 120ph 9129 
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Jewish Christianity, 108 

Jews. See also Hebrews; Israelites: ancient, 
legacy of the, 32-33; as moneylenders, 
153; and the Black Death, 153, 170; 
blood libel, 153; and Christianity, 105, 
108-109, 111, 115, 117-118, 152-154; 
and the Crusades, 150; Greek translation 
of the Hebrew Scriptures, 66; and Islam, 
130; Roman Empire and the, 87; Spanish 
persecution of, 213; theology of 
victimization, 118 

Jihad, 130-131, 150 

Joan of Arc, 171 

John, king of England, 145-146, 152 

John, Saint, 114 

John of Salisbury, 176-177 

John the Baptist, 106 

Joint-stock company, 231 

Joseph II, king of Austria, 259 

Juana (the Mad), 213 

Judaism, 105-109, 117 

Judeo-Christian tradition, 33, 119, 175, 206 

Judgement Hall (ancient Egypt), 15 

Judith (Israel), 30 

Julio-Claudian dynasty, 86-87 

Julius Caesar (Shakespeare), 195 

Julius II, Pope, 193 

Jus civile, 94 

Jus gentium, 79, 94 

Jus naturale, 94 

Justinian, emperor of the Byzantine Empire, 
128, 134ph 


Juvenal, 91 


Kepler, Johannes, 241-242 
Khan, Genghis, 131 
Khrushchev, Nikita, 131 
King Lear (Shakespeare), 195 
Kingdom of Judah, 24 


Kings. See Monarchy; specific kings or emperors 


Kitts ies Dero 
Knights, 138-140, 149 
Koine language, 65, 111 
Koran, 129-130 

Kung, Hans, 105 


La Gioconda (da Vinci), 192 

Laissez faire economics, 257 

Langton, Stephen, 152 

Language: Arabic, 131; Aramaic, 18; Greek, 
66, 128, 132, 134, 187; Indo-European, 
17; Koine, 65, 111; Latin, 74, 101, 128, 
132-134, 137; Paleolithic Age, 5; 
Sumerian, 9 

The Last Supper (da Vinci), 192 

Late Middle Ages, 158, 169 

Latifundia, 83 

Latin, 89, 101, 132-134, 137 

Latin Christendom, 128, 131-138, 147, 158, 
169, 196 

Laud, William, 220 

Law: ancient Greece, 48; Aristotle on, 57; civil, 
94; code of Hammurabi, 11; commercial, 


143; common, 145, 218; divine, 130; Draco’s 
code, 41; feudal, 177; God’s, 175; grand jury 
system, 145; Hebrews, 28-30; Koranic, 130; 
Mesopotamian civilization, 10-11; Mosaic 
Law, 25, 28-30, 32, 105-109; natural, 69-70, 
94; of nations, 94; Roman, 158, 166; Roman 
Empire, 101; Roman Republic, 75-76, 94-95; 


royal justice, 146; Sophists, 51-52; Twelve 
Tables, 75 

Law of gravitation, 242-243 

Law of Moses, 25 

Laws of planetary motion, 241-242 

Leasehold, 229 

Legnano, battle of, 149 

Leo Ill; Popes 135 

Leo X5 Pope; 215 

Lepidus, 85 

Leviathan (Hobbes), 250 

Liberalism, 251 

Libraries, 67, 132, 134, 137 

Libya, 16 

Liege homage, 138 

Light refraction, 165 

Literature: ancient Egypt, 14-15; ancient 
Greece, 158; classics, 187; Early Middle 
Ages, 132-133; Greek, 188; Hebrew, 153; 
High Middle Ages, 158, 166, 168; Latin, 
89, 166; Mesopotamian civilization, 10; 


noblewomen, 168; Renaissance, 187; Roman 
Republic, 89, 91 

Little Brothers, 151-152 

Livia (wife of Octavian), 89, 91 

Livy, 78 

Locke, John, 250-251, 254, 260 

Logic, Parmenides, 50 

Logos, 69-70, 112 

Lollards, 174 

Lombards, 135 

Long Parliament, 220 

Lorenzo the Magnificent, 184 

Lothair, 137 

Louis IX, king of France, 146 

Louis the German, 137 

Louis the Pious, 137 

Louis VI, king of France, 146 

Louis XIII, king of France, 216 

Louis XIV, king of France, 211, 
216-218 

Louis XV, king of France, 259 

Loyola, Ignatius, 203 

Lucretius, 82 

Luke, Saint, 114 

Luther, Martin, 196-197, 206. See also Protestant 
Reformation 

Lutheranism, 196, 199-200 


Ma’at, 14 

Macedonia, 47, 64, 77 

Machiavelli, Niccolo, 189-190, 195 

Magellan, Ferdinand, 226 

Magic, 109. See also Mythical thinking 

Magna Carta, 145-146, 218 

Magyars, 137 

Maimonides, 153-154 

Manorialism, 140-141, 144 

Marcus Aurelius, emperor of Rome, 87-88, 
92ph, 93 

Maria Theresa, Austrian queen, 259 

Marius, 82, 84 

Mark, Saint, 114 

Marsiglio of Padua, 172-173 

Martel, Charles, Frankish ruler, 135 

Martyrdom (Christian), 111, 122 


Index + J-11 

Mary, queen of England, 202, 219 

Masaccio, 192 

Mass (Christian), 113 

Mathematical Composition (Ptolemy), 
93 

Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy 
(Newton), 242 

Mathematics: Ancient Egypt, 14-15; Heilenic 
Age, 50; Hellenistic Age, 67; Medieval 
civilization, 166; Mesopotamian civilization, 
11; Pythagorean theorem, 11; Quadratic 
equations, 11; Renaissance, 238; Scientific 
Revolution, 240-244 

Matter philosophers, 49 

Matthew, Saint, 114 

Maximilian I, Holy Roman Emperor, 
DOKI 

Mazarin, Cardinal, 216-217 

Medea (Euripides), 61 

Medici, Catherine de, 216 

Medici, Cosimo de, 184 

Medici family, 184 

Medicine, 11, 50, 93 

Medieval civilization, 133-135, 157, 159-161, 
223, 237-238, 246 

Medieval East, 128-131 

Meditations (Aurelius), 87-88 

Melian Dialogue, 48 

Menes (Narmer), ancient Egyptian 
ruler, 12 

Mercantilism, 233-234, 257 

Mesopotamian civilization: achievements of, 
22; astronomy, 11; disease, 11; economy, 
10-11; gods, 9-10; government, 10-11; 
history of, 8-9; law, 10-11; map of, 13m; 
mathematics, 11; medicine, 11; myths, 
20; personification, 21; religion, 9-10; 
warfare, 9 

Messiah. See Jesus (Christ) 

Messinians, 40 

Metaphysics, 50 

Mexico, 226 

Michelangelo Buonarroti, 185, 192-193 

Middle Ages, 120-121, 127, 174-178 

Middle class, 143-144 
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Middle Kingdom, 12, 137 

Militarism, 44, 98, 100-101, 115 

Minoan civilization, 37 

Mithraism, 111 

Modern Age, 174-178, 183-184, 195, 
205-207 

Modern mentality, 260-262 

Modern philosophy, 244-246 

Modern science, 243-246 

Modern state, 211 

Mona Lisa (da Vinci), 192 

Monarchy. See also Government; specific 
countries or areas: absolute, 18, 86, 206, 
215-217; ancient Greece, 41; Calvinism 
and the, 202; constitutional, 215; Crusades 
and, 150; divine right of kings, 215, 218; 
England, 218-221; European expansion, 
224; France, 147, 215-218; Hellenistic 
Age, 62; modern state, 211; Roman 
Empire, 85, 99 

Monastic schools, 158 

Monasticism, 113-114, 116, 118, 120, 133-135, 
137, 142, 147-148 

Mongolian empire, 99, 131 

Monks. See Monasticism 

Monotheism, 16, 26, 32, 112, 122, 129 

Montesquieu (Charles Louis de Secondat), Baron 
de la Bréde et de, 251-252, 256, 260 

More, Thomas, 194 

Mosaic Law, 25, 28-30, 32, 105-109 

Moses, 16, 24 

Moses (Michelangelo), 193 

Mount Vesuvius, 87 

Muhammad, 129 

Minster, 203 

Muslims. See also Islam; Islamic extremists: 
Arabs, 128-130; beliefs, 130; Christian slave 
trade, 137; Christianity and, 152-153; and 
the Crusades, 149-150; expansion, 130-131, 
137; France, 146; learning, and ancient Greek 
achievements, 131; Reconquest, 224; Saladin, 
150; Spain, 212-213 

Mycenaean civilization, 37-38 

Mycerinus, Egyptian pharaoh, 14ph 

Mystery cults, 96, 109 


Mysticism, 196 

Mythical thinking, 9, 20-21 

Mythopoeic worldview (ancient Near East), 
20-21, 48 


Narmer (Menes), ancient Egyptian ruler, 12 

National state, 210-211, 

Nationalism, 211 

Native Americans, 226, 230ph, 234 

The Natural History of Religion (Hume), 248 

Natural law, 69-70 

Nature: cosmologists, 49-51; Hebrew view of, 
27; Ionian view of, 48-49; Late Middle Ages, 
174; modern view of, 176; science and, 165; 
Scientific Revolution, 238-242 

Navigation Act (England), 231 

Nebuchadnezzar, Babylonian king, 18 

Nefertiti, Queen, 16 

Neo-Babylonian empire, 18 

Neolithic Age, 5-6 : 

Neolithic Revolution, 5 

Nero, Roman emperor, 87 

Nerva, 87-88 

Netherlands, 214, 231 

New Kingdom (ancient Egypt), 12, 15-17 

New Model Army, 220 

New Stone Age, 5-6 

New Testament, 105-106, 113-115, 117-118, 199 

New World, 226-227 

Newgate Prison, 257ph 

Newton, Isaac, 242-243, 250 

Newtonian physics, 242-243 

Nibelungenlied, 166 

Nicene Creed, 115 

Nicholas II, Pope, 148 

Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle), 57 

Nile River, 11-12 

Ninety-Five Theses (Luther), 198 

Nobility, 138-139, 168, 176. See also 
Aristocracy 

Noblewomen, 140, 141ph, 165ph, 168 

Norman Conquest, 146 

Normans, 145-146 

North Africa, 17, 77-79, 82, 84, 131-132, 137, 
226-227. See also specific countries 


Northern Kingdom of Israel, 24 
Northmen, 138, 145 

Nubians, 12 

Nuns, 134-135, 140 


Octavian (Augustus). See Augustus (Octavian) 
emperor of Rome 

Odoacer, 99 

Odyssey (Homer), 38 

Oikoumene, 63, 109 

Old Kingdom (Egypt), 12 

Old Stone Age, 5 

Old Testament, 25, 28, 105, 111-112, 114, 
117-118, 151. See also Hebrew Scriptures 

Oligarchy, 41, 46, 75-76, 84 

Oliver, Roland, 227 

On Crimes and Punishments (Beccaria), 255 

On Painting (Alberti), 192 

On the Mind (Helvetius), 255 

On the Nature of Things (Lucretius), 82 

On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres 
(Copernicus), 239 

Open-field system, 229 

Optics, 165-166, 243 

Oration on the Dignity of Man (Mirandola), 
189 

Origen, 117 

Ostracism, 43 

Ostrogoths, 132 

Otto I (the Great), Holy Roman Emperor, 
147, 221 

Ottoman Empire, 131 

Ottoman Turks, 128, 131 

Ovid, 91 


Pagans, 111-112 

Paine, Thomas, 249, 256 

Palace of Versailles, 217ph 

Paleolithic Age, 5 

Palestine, 87 

Pantheon, 94 

Papacy: as the Antichrist, 199; and the Byzantine 
church, 128; Conciliar Movement, 173; 
decline of the, 171-174; dissenters and 
reformers, 150-152; Early Middle Ages, 135; 
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fourteenth-century heresies, 173-174; France, 
conflict with, 171-173; Franciscans and the, 
151-152; German monarchs and the, 149; 
Great Schism, 173; heresy, 173-174; Philip IV 
(the Fair) and the, 146-147; primacy of the, 
113; reform movement, 148; Renaissance, 185 

Papal power, 147-152 

Papal states, 135, 172-173 

Parliament (England), 145-146, 171, 175, 202, 
218-221 

Parmenides, 50 

Parochialism, ancient Hebrews, 32, 63-64 

Parthenon, 52ph 

Pascal, Blaise, 246-247 

Patricians, 74-75, 185 

Patrick, Saint, 134 

Paul, Saint, 107-109, 113ph 

Pax Romana, 86-95 

Peace (Voltaire), 255-256 

Peace of Augsburg, 200 

Peace of God, 140 

Peace of Westphalia, 214 

Peasantry: Agrarian society, 140-141; 
Agricultural Revolution, 142; ancient Greece, 
41-43; festival, 233ph; price revolution, 229; 
and the Protestant Reformation, 199; Roman 
Empire, 96, 98-99, 101; Roman Republic, 83; 
uprising, 170-171 

Peasant’s Revolt (France), 170, 200 

Peloponnesian League, 46 

Peloponnesian War, 45-46, 48 

Pentateuch. See Torah 

Peoples of the Sea, 16 

Pepin the Short, Frankish ruler, 135 

Pericles, 45 

Persian empire, 18-19, 98, 130-131 

Persian Wars, 43-44 

Peter, Saint, 113 

Peter the Hermit, 149 

Petition of Right, 220 

Petrarch, 187, 189 

Pharaohs, 12, 14 

Pharisees, 105-106 

Philip, king of Spain, 223 

Philip, prince of Hesse, 203 
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Philip Augustus, king of France, 146, 
1S OPIS 

Philip Il, king of Spain, 211, 214, 226 

Philip II, Macedonian king, 47 

Philip IV (the Fair), king of France, 146-147, 
171-172 

Philip V, Macedonian king, 79 

Philosophes, 247-250, 254-261 

Philosophy: and Christianity, 110-112, 119, 
154, 157-158; Greek, 121, 157; Hellenic 
Age, 48-49; Hellenistic Age, 68-70; 
High Middle Ages, 161-162, 164-165; 
modern, 244-246; moral, 189; 
Neo-Platonism, 96; Roman Republic, 
92-93; Stoicism, 92 

Phoenicians, 17-18 

Phonetic alphabet, 17, 38 

Physics, 192, 240 

Picart, Bernard, 249ph 

Pico della Mirandola, Giovanni, 189 

Pilate, Pontius, 107 

Pindar, 59 

Pisistratus, the Tyrant (Athens), 42-43 

Pius II, Pope, 173 

Pizarro, Francisco, 226 

Plato, 54-56, 96-97, 238 

Platonism, 112 

Plautus, 81 

Plea for the Citizenship of Women (Condorcet), 
256 

Plebeian Assembly, 75-76 

Plebeians, 74-76 

Plotinus, 96-97 

Poetry: ancient Greece, 59-60; Enheduanna, 
9; High Middle Ages, 158; Horace, 91; 
Medieval civilization, 166; Roman Empire, 
91; Roman Republic, 82 

Poitiers, battle of, 171 

Polis, 39-40, 62-64. See also City-states 

Political thought: ancient Greece, 39-40, 
47-48; Early Middle Ages, 132-133; 
Enlightenment, 250-253, 258-260; 
Hellenic Age, 57-58; Persian empire, 
18; Renaissance, 189-190; Roman 
Republic, 74, 100; theocratic, 39-40; 


theoreticians, 202; transformation, 
chronology of, 212 

Politics (Aristotle), 57 

Polybius, 66 

Polytheism, 12, 16, 122, 129 

Pompeu, 87 

Pompey, 84-85 

Pope Leo X with Two Cardinals 
(Raphael), 193 

Popes. See Papacy; specific popes 

Porphyry, 133 

Portuguese Empire, 224-226 

Pottery, ancient, 5-6, 37-38, 42-43 

Praise of Folly (Erasmus), 194 

Predestination, 200-201, 207 

Press, freedom of the, 255 

Primogeniture, 234 

The Prince (Machiavelli), 190 

Principate, 86 

Private enterprise, 233 

Privy Council, 218 

Prophets (Hebrew), 30-32, 105 

Protagoras, 51 

Protestant church, 198ph 

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 
(Weber), 207 

Protestant Reformation: background to 
the, 195-196; Catholicism, break with, 
197-199; England, 218-219; fourteenth- 
century forerunners to the, 173; France, 
202, 215; Hapsburg Empire and the, 
213; Inquisition, 205; Lutheran revolt, 
196-200; Lutheranism, appeal and 
spread of, 199-200; and the modern 
age, 205-207; Radical Reformation, 
203; response to, 204m; spread of, 
200-203 

Protestantism, 199, 205, 215-216, 221. See also 
Protestant Reformation 

Prussia, 258-259 

Ptolemaic system, 93, 159-160, 237 

Ptolemies, 64, 77 

Purgatory, 197-198 

Puritanism, 202, 206, 219-221 

Putting-out system, 231 


Pyramid Age, 12 
Pyramid texts, 13 
Pythagoras, 50, 238 
Pythagorean theorem, 11 


Rabelais, Francois, 194 

Radical Reformation, 203 

Raphael Santi, 185, 186ph, 192-193 

Reason: ancient Greece, 36, 96; classical 
humanism, 119, 121; deductive method, 244; 
faith and, 161-162, 164-165, 174; Greek 
philosophy and Christianity, 112; Hellenic 
Age, 48, 50, 53-57; Hellenistic Age, 70-71; 
Stoicism, 92 

Reason of state, 216 

Reconquest, 213, 224 

Reformation. See Protestant Reformation 

Reign of Terror (French Revolution), 261 

Religion. See also Christianity; specific 
religions: ancient Egypt, 12-14; ancient 
Greece, 39-41, 48-51, 52ph, 58ph, 
59-60; ancient Near East, 19-21; 
city-states, 39-40; civilizations, 
primary, 7; and the French state, 
215-216; Medieval civilization, 176; 
Mesopotamian civilization, 9-10; 
Middle Ages, 176; monotheism, 16; 
mystery, 96-97, 110-111; Neolithic 
Age, 6; Olympian, 39; Paleolithic Age, 
5; persecution, 254; Persian empire, 
18-19; polytheism, 12, 16; Pythagorean, 
50; Renaissance, 186; Roman Empire, 96; 
Roman Republic, 76, 100; toleration, 202; 
Zoroastrianism, 18-19 

Renaissance: art, 190-193; humanism, 187-189, 
194, 206; Italy as the birthplace of the, 
184-185; mathematics, 238; and the Modern 
Age, 195; outlook, 185-190; political 
thought, 189-190; and the Reformation, 
chronology, 185; and the Scientific 
Revolution, 238; spread of the, 193-195; 
women during the, 185 

Renaissance Platonism, 96, 109 

The Republic (Plato), 55-56 

Republicanism, 184 
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Revelation, 109, 119-120, 157, 159-162, 
164, 174 

Richard I (the Lion-Hearted), king of England, 
150 

Richelieu, Cardinal, 216 

Robespierre, Maximilien, 261 

Roland, Paladin, 224 

Roman Catholic Church. See Catholic Church 

Roman Empire. See also Byzantine Empire: 
achievements of, 86; agriculture, 101; 
architecture, 88ph, 94; art, 94; astronomy, 93; 
Augustus and the foundations of the, 85-86; 
beginning of the, 74; Christianity and the, 
111; citizenship, 89; constructive rule, 88-89; 
cultural stagnation and transformation, 96-98; 
culture in the, 89-95; decline of, 98-101; 
economy, 95-96, 100-101; engineering, 94; 
entertainment, 95; Germanic tribes and the, 
100; government, 98-100; historiography, 
89, 91; law, 94-95; legacy of the, 101-102; 
literature, 89, 91; medicine, 93; military 
considerations, 100; Pax Romana, 86-95; 
philosophy, 92-93; political considerations, 
100; population, 101; public works, 93ph; 
regimented state, 98-99; religion, 96; science, 
93-94; slavery, 89; social weaknesses, 95-96; 
spiritual considerations, 100; third-century 
crisis, 98; Time of Happiness, 88-89; tribal 
migrations and invasions, 99; trouble, signs of, 
95-98; women and, 89; world community, an 
orderly, 89 

Roman Republic: achievements of, 74; 
agriculture, 83; beginning of the, 74; 
chronology of, 75; citizenship, 77; collapse 
of the, 82-85; conquests during, 80; 
constitution, evolution of the, 74-76; culture 
in, 81-82; expansion, consequences of, 64, 
79, 81; expansion to 146 B.C., 76-81; family, 
76ph; government, 74, 81-82; Graachian 
Revolution, 83-84; Greek culture and the, 
81; Greeks and the, 79; Hellenization of the, 
79; Italy, uniting of, 77; last years of the, 85; 
Mediterranean world, conquest of the, 77-79; 
politics, 74; rival generals, 84; slavery, 79, 81; 
warfare, 77 
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Romanesque architecture, 168 

Romulus, 99 

Rousseau, Jean Jacques, 250, 253-254, 256 
Rule of Saint Benedict, 114 


Sadducees, 105-106 
Sadok, 105 


Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, 201ph, 216 


Saladin, 150 

Sallust, 83 

Salvation (Christianity), 199-200 

Sappho, 59 

Sargon the Great, 8 

Sassanid dynasty, 98 

Satany 11S Ald 15355160 

Saul (Paul), 107-108 

Saul, king of Israel, 24 

Schliemann, Heinrich, 37 

Schmalkaldic League, 223 

Scholasticism, 137, 157-159, 161-162, 176, 
177ph, 187, 189 

Science: ancient Egypt, 14-15; ancient Greece, 
49-50, 57; Hellenistic Age, 66-68; in 
the High Middle Ages, 165-166; Roman 
Republic, 93-94 

Scientific investigation, 67 

Scientific method, 244 

Scientific Revolution: Bacon, Francis, 243; 
beginning of the, 237; Christianity and 
the, 241, 246-247; chronology of the, 238; 
Copernicus, 238-239; deductive method, 
244; Descartes, René, 244-246; Galileo, 
240-241; Kepler, Johannes, 241-242; 
mathematics, 238, 240-244; meaning of, 


246-247; Medieval civilization and the, 246; 


Newtonian physics, 242-243; prophets of, 


243-246; and the Renaissance, 238; universe, 


a new view of, 237-242 
Scipio Africanus, 79 
Second Crusade, 150 
Second Intermediate Period (ancient 
Egypt), 12 
Second Punic War, 78-79 
Secularism, 185-186, 205-206 
Seleucids, 64-65, 77 


Semites, 8 

Senate, Roman, 74-76, 81, 83-86 
Seneca, Lucius Annaeus, 92-93, 95 
Serfdom, 40, 101, 141-142, 144, 259 
Sermon on the Mount, 117 

Seven Years’ War, 258 

Sexuality, 115 

Sfumato, 192 

Shakespeare, William, 194-195 

Sic et Non (Abelard), 162-163 
Silver, 226, 229 

Sketch for a Historical Picture of the 


Progress of the Human Mind 
(Condorcet), 258 


Slavery: American South, 227; ancient 


Egypt, 16; Athenian, 45; Black, 226-228; 
Christianity and, 115; civilization, early, 8; 
also Enlightenment thinkers and, 256, 260; 
European expansion, 226-228, 230ph, 
234; Muslim / Christian, 137; Roman 
Republic, 79, 81, 83, 89; slave trade, 
226-228, 256 


Slavs, 129 

Smith, Adam, 256-257, 260 

The Social Contract (Rousseau), 253 
Social justice, Hebrews, 30-32 
Social structure, 11, 57, 142, 177 
Social thought, 253-258 

Social War, 84 

Society of Jesus, 203 

Sociology, 251 

Socrates, 52-54 

Solar calendar, 14 

Solomon, king of Israel, 24 
Solomon’s temple, 25, 87 

Solon, the Reformer (Athens), 41-42 
The Song of Roland , 166 

Sophists, 51-53 

Sophocles, 59-60, 132 

Sophrosyne, 51 

South America, 226 

Spain, 213, 226, 231-232. See also Hapsburg 


Empire 


Spanish America, 226 
Spanish Armada, 214, 219 


Sparta, 40 

Spartacus, 81 

Sphinx, 15ph 

The Spirit of the Laws (Montesquieu), 
2512516 

Stephen II, Pope, 135 

Stoicism, 68-70, 82, 92-93, 120 

Struggle of the Orders, 74, 76, 94 

Sulla, 82, 84 

Sumerians, 8, 21-22 

Summa Theologica (Aquinas), 164 

Synoptic gospels, 114 

Syria, 87 


Tacitus,-91 

Talmud, 154 

Tamerlane, 131 

Tanak. See Hebrew Scriptures 

Taxes, 101, 171 

Technology, 6, 142, 175 

Telescope, 240 

Ten Commandments, 28, 30 

Teniers, David the Younger, 233ph 

Terence, 82, 140 

Tertullian, 112 

Tetzel, John, 198 

Thales of Miletus, 49 

Themistocles, 44 

Theocracy, 130, 206 

Theodorakopoulos, John N., 49 

Theodoric the Great, Ostrogoth ruler of 
Italy, 132 

Theodosius I, emperor of Rome, 111 

Theory of Ideas, Plato, 54-58 

Thespis (Greek drama), 59 

Third Crusade, 150 

Third Punic War, 79 

Thirty Years’ War, 214, 216, 223 

Thomistic Synthesis, 174 

Thucydides, 45, 47-48, 61-62 

Tiberius, 105 

Tiberius Gracchus, 83 

Titus, 87 

Toolmaking, 5, 17 

Toran 25, 205, 117 


Tournaments (Roman), 139 

Tours, battle of, 131, 135 

Towns, medieval, 132, 143-144, 170 
Trade. See Commerce and trade 

Trajan, 87 

Transportation, 12. See also specific types 
Treaty of Augsburg, 223 

Treaty of Verdun, 137 

Treaty of Westphalia, 223 

Tribal Assembly (Rome), 75-76, 84 
Troubadour, 165ph, 166 

Truce of God, 140 

Tudors, 218-219 

Twelfth-Century Awakening, 158 

Twelve Apostles/Disciples, 107, 113, 117 
Twelve Tables, 75, 94 

Two Treatises of Government (Locke), 251 


United East India Company, 231 

United States, slavery, 227 

Universalism, 32, 66, 70, 89, 109, 111, 
135-136 

Universe, 159-160, 237-238 

Universities, 158-159 

Urban II, Pope, 149, 152 

Urban VI, Pope, 173 

Utopia (More), 194 


Valens, emperor of Rome, 99 

Valla, Lorenzo, 189 

van Eyck, Jan, 193ph 

Vandals, 99 

Vassalage, 138-139 

Vespasian, 87 

Vikings, 138, 146 

Villages, ancient Near East, 6 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman 
(Wollstonecraft), 256 

Vindiciae contra Tyrannos (A Defense of Liberty 
Against Tyrants), 216 

Virgil, 89, 91 

Visigoths, 99, 132 

Voltaire, 249-250, 252-256, 258 

Vryonis, Speros, 128 

Vulgate Bible, 118 
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Waldensians, 151 

Waldo, Peter, 151 

War of the Roses, 218 

Warfare. See also specific wars or battles: ancient 
Greece, 43ph; and Christianity, 115; early 
civilization, 8; Enlightenment, 258-259; 
Hebrews, 32; Mesopotamian civilization, 9; 
Roman, 78ph; Roman Republic, 77; 
Sparta, 40 

Washington, George, 259 

Watt, W. Montgomery, 131 

Wealth of Nations (Smith), 260 

Weapons, 17, 224 

Weber, Max, 207 

West Africa, 225, 227 

William, duke of Normandy, 218 

William of Ockham, 174 

William of Orange, 221 

William the Conqueror (duke of Normandy), 
145-146 

Wilson, John A., 24 

Wollstonecraft, Mary, 256 


Wolsey, Cardinal, 194 

Women: Athenian, 45-46; Christianity and, 110, 
115; Enlightenment, 256; Hebrew, 29-30; 
Hellenistic Age, 66; Medieval civilization, 
168; Mesopotamian civilization, 11; 
Renaissance, 185; Roman Republic, 89; and 
towns, 144 

World-state, 19, 74, 137 

Writing: alphabet, 17; Cuneiform, 8-9; Cyrillic 
alphabet, 129; hieroglyphics, 13; invention 
of, 7; Latin, 158; Phonetic alphabet, 17, 38; 
pyramid texts, 13 

Wycliffe, John, 173-174, 196, 202 


Xerxes, king of Persia, 44, 60 
Yahweh, 24-27, 32 


Zama, battle of, 79 
Zealots, 105 

Zeno, 68 

Zeus, 58ph 
Zoroastrianism, 18-19 
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Marvin Perry's WESTERN CIVILIZATION: A BRIEF HISTORY, Tenth Edition, maintains a firm 
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